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Supreme Court of Texas 

Permanent Judicial Commission for Children, Youth and Families 

State Bar of Texas – Texas Law Center 

Austin, Texas 

February 27, 2015 

9:30 a.m. – 3:00 p.m. 

Meeting Agenda 

 

  9:30 Commencement / Opening Remarks – The Honorable Eva Guzman 

    

 9:45 First order of business – The Honorable Eva Guzman 

 1.  Adopt Minutes from September 19, 2014, Tab 2 

 

  9:50 Commissioner Updates 

 

 11:00 Executive Director Report – Tina Amberboy/Commission Staff, Tab 3 

 
 11:15  Basic Committee Report – Judge Bonnie Hellums, Tab 3  

  

 11:30  Judicial Disproportionality Workgroup Report – Sheila Craig 

 

 11:45 Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force Final Report – Judge Rob Hofmann 

   Recognition of Blueprint Task Force Members 

 

 12:15 Lunch – Served on-site 

 

 12:45 Training Committee Report – Justice Michael Massengale, Tab 3 

 

 1:oo Legislative Update – Tina Amberboy 

 

 1:15 Data/Technology Committee Report – Vicki Spriggs, Tab 3 

    

 1:30  Jurist in Residence – Judge Robin Sage 

  

 1:50 DFPS Update – Judge John Specia 

 

 2:10 Office of Court Administration – David Slayton 

  

 2:25 New Business/Comments from Collaborative Council 

 

   2015 Meeting Schedule:  May 22, 2015 and September 18, 2015 

 

 2:45 Adjourn 
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Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force Members 
 

Monday, February 23, 2015 
 

 
 
Judge Rob Hofmann, Task Force Chair 
452nd Judicial District Court 
PO Box 1580 
Mason, TX 76856 
(325) 347-0755 
Rob.hofmann@txcourts.gov 
 
 
 
Joy Baskin 
Director, Legal Services Division 
Texas Association of School Boards 
P.O. Box 400, Austin, Texas 78767-0400 
(512) 467-0222 
joy.baskin@tasb.org 
 
 
Judge Alyce Bondurant 
North Texas Child Protection Court 
900 7th Street Room 401 
Wichita Falls, TX 76301 
(940) 716-8624 
Alyce.bondurant@txcourts.gov 
 
 
 
Edna Ramon Butts  
Director, Intergovernmental Relations & 
Policy Oversight  
Austin ISD  
1111 W. 6th St., A230 
Austin, TX 78703-5338  
(512) 414-3960  
edna.butts@austinisd.org  

 
Cathy Cockerham 
Texas CASA 
1501 West Anderson Lane Suite B-2 
Austin, TX 78757 
(512) 473-2627 X114 
ccockerham@texascasa.org 
 

 
 
Lori Duke 
Clinical Professor 
Children’s Rights Clinic 
The University of Texas School of Law  
727 E. Dean Keeton Street 
Austin, TX 78705 
(512) 232-1294 
lduke@law.utexas.edu 
 
Maya Guerra Gamble 
Attorney at Law 
P.O. Box 28344 
Austin, TX 78755-8344 
(512) 524-7230  
Maya.gamble.law@gmail.com  
 
 
Jenny Hinson 
CPS Division Administrator for Permanency 
Texas Department of Family and Protective 
Services 
701 W. 51st St. 
Austin, TX  78751 
(512) 438-3238 
Jenny.Hinson@dfps.state.tx.us 
 
Judge Cathy Morris 
Child Protection Court of South Texas 
201 East San Antonio Street, Suite 224 
Boerne, TX 78006 
(830) 446-9879  
Cathy.morris@courts.state.tx.us  
 
 
 
Wanda Pena 
Senior Director, San Antonio Field Office 
Casey Family Programs  
2840 Babcock Road 
San Antonio, TX  78229 
(210) 616-0813 
wpena@casey.org 
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Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force Members 
 

Monday, February 23, 2015 
 

 
 
Michael Redden 
Executive Director 
New Horizons, Inc. 
294 Medical Drive 
Abilene, TX  79601 
(325) 437-1852 
mjr@newhorizonsinc.com 
 
 
Jessica Sheely 
McCombs School of Business 
College of Liberal Arts, Economics 
University of Texas at Austin 
(832)552-9602 
Sheely.jessica@gmail.com 
 
 
Ian Spechler 
Staff Attorney  
Disability Rights Texas 
2222 W. Braker 
Austin, TX 78758 
(512) 407-2713 
ispechler@disabilityrightstx.org 
 
Julie Wayman 
Director, Student Success Unit 
State Director, Communities In Schools 
Division of Federal and State Education 
Policy 
Texas Education Agency 
1701 North Congress Avenue,  
Austin, Texas 78701 
(512) 936-6403  
Julie.wayman@tea.state.tx.us 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Children’s Commission Staff 
 
Tina Amberboy 
Executive Director 
Children’s Commission 
201 W. 14th Street 
Austin, TX 78701 
(512) 463-9352  
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Children’s Commission 
201 W. 14th Street 
Austin, TX 78701 
(512) 463-3182  
Tiffany.roper@txcourts.gov 
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Program Attorney 
Children’s Commission 
201 W. 14th Street 
Austin, TX 78701 
(512) 463-5393 
jamie.bernstein@txcourts.gov 
 
 
Jessica Arguijo 
Administrative Assistant 
Children’s Commission 
201 W. 14th Street 
Austin, TX 78701 
(512) 463-6878 
Jessica.arguijo@txcourts.gov 
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Judicial Disproportionality Workgroup Member List - 2015 

Updated as of: February 23, 2015  Page 1 of 2 

 
 
Hon. Darlene Byrne 
Judge 
126th District Court 
512-854-4915 
darlene.byrne@co.travis.tx.us 
 
Sheila Sturgis Craig 
Disproportionality Project Manager 
Center for the Elimination of Disproportionality 
and Disparities, HHSC 
512-487-3359 
Sheila.craig@hhsc.state.tx.us 
 
Hon. John Delaney 
Senior District Judge 
979-219-1100 
j_delaney@verizon.net 
 
 
Hon. Camile DuBose 
Judge  
38th Judicial District 
830-278-7502 
camile@uvaldecounty.com 
 
Hon. Richard Garcia 
Associate Judge,  
Bexar County Children’s Court 
210-335-2827 
richgarcia@bexar.org 
 
 
Hon. Aleta Hacker 
District Judge,  
326th District Court 
325-674-1325 
hackera@taylorcountytexas.org 
 
Hon. Rob Hofmann 
District Judge,  
452nd District Court  
325-347-0755 
rob.hofmann@txcourts.gov 
 
Ms. Colleen McCall 
CPS Director of Field Operations 
Texas Dept. of Family & Protective Services 
512-438-3309 
colleen.mccall@dfps.state.tx.us 
 
 
 

 
 
Hon. Chris Oldner 
Judge  
416th District Court 
972-424-1460 ext. 4520 
coldner@co.collin.tx.us 
 
Jon Olson 
Director of Equity and Inclusion, Center for the 
Elimination of Disproportionality and 
Disparities, HHSC 
512-487-3437 
Jon.olson@hhsc.state.tx.us 
 
Hon. Robin Sage 
Assigned Judge,  
CPC Northeastern Texas Foster Care Docket 
903-645-5695 
robin.sage@txcourts.gov 
 
Hon. Peter Sakai 
Judge  
225th District Court 
210-3335-2233 
psakai@bexar.org 
 
Hon. Randy Shelton 
Judge  
279th District Court 
409-835-8655 
rshelton@co.jefferson.tx.us 
 
Hon. Meca Walker 
Associate Judge 
309th Family District Court 
713-274-4580 
meca_walker@justex.net 
 
 
Hon. Cyndi Wheless 
Judge 
417th Judicial District Court 
972-548-4658 
cwheless@co.collin.tx.us 
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Children’s Commission Staff 
 
Ms. Kristi Taylor 
Staff Attorney/Program Manager 
Children’s Commission 
512-463-6837 
kristi.taylor@txcourts.gov 
 
Jessica Arguijo 
Administrative Assistant 
Children’s Commission 
512-463-6878 
jessica.arguijo@txcourts.gov 
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Judicial Disproportionality Trainings Since 2007 
 

Disproportionality: Highlights, 
Stats, Best Practices 

2009 Child Welfare Judges’ 
Conference 

Judge Kathy Delgado, Joyce 
James, Judge Joe Smith 

The Texas Story; Race: the 
Power of an Illusion (video); 
History of Racism in America; 
Implicit Bias in Decision-
Making; Training and 
Strategies: Judges Role; Travis 
County Story on 
Disproportionality; Discussion 
Groups; Moderated Wrap-Up 

Implicit Bias Conference 2010 

Joyce James, Dr. Donald 
Baumann, Dr. Kimberley 
Richards, Judge Joe Smith, Joe 
Barndt, Dr. Rita Cameron 
Wedding, Judge Ramona 
Gonzalez, Judge Karen Howze, 
Judge Patricia Martin, Judge 
Darlene Byrne, Judge John 
Specia 

Implicit Bias New Judges’ Conference 2010 Dr. Rita Cameron Wedding 

How Implicit Bias Affects 
Decision-Making 

Child Welfare Judges’ Conference 
2011 

Dr. Shawn Marsh 

The Texas Story; Leading with 
the Data; Race: the Power of 
an Illusion (video); Analyzing 
Power; Anthropology of Race; 
Colorblindness; Structural 
Racism; Courts Catalyzing 
Change 

Implicit Bias Conference 2011 

Joyce James, Dr. Jane Burstain, 
Dr. Don Baumann, Khatib 
Waheed, the People’s Institute, 
Dr. Alan Goodman, Dr. Ian Haney 
Lopez, Dr.  John A. Powell, Dr. 
Jesse Russell, Judge Louis A. 
Trosch, Jr. 

The Texas Story; What Blood 
Won’t Tell: A History of Race 
on Trial in America; Analyzing 
Power; Racial Wealth Gap; 
Cause and Consequences of 
Racial Disparity in the Criminal 
Justice System; Children, 
Families, and the Criminal 
Justice System; Neuroscience 
and Psychology of Decision-
Making; Debrief 

Implicit Bias Conference 2012 

Joyce James, Carolyne 
Rodriguez, Dr. Ariela Gross, Joe 
Barndt, Dr. Kimberley Richards, 
Dr. Thomas Shapiro, Marc 
Mauer, Dr. Alan Dettlaff, 
Kimberly Papillon 

Disproportionality: Texas Data; 
Neuroscience and Psychology 

2012 Child Protection Court 
Annual Training 

Dr. Don Baumann, Kimberly 
Papillon 



of Decision-Making 

Undoing Racism  JDW Meeting  2012  The People’s Institute 

Implicit Bias  New Judges’ Conference 2012  Joyce James and Sheila Craig 

Texas/Disproportionality/Data; 
Race: the Power of an Illusion 
(video); History of 
Race/Analyzing Power; Science 
of Implicit Bias; Helping Courts 
Address Implicit Bias; 
Mobilizing Communities to 
Address Inequalities; Debrief 

Implicit Bias Conference 2013 
Joyce James, Dr. Kimberley 
Richards, Joe Barndt, Dr. Kate 
Ratliff, Panel Discussion 

Neuroscience of Judicial 
Decision-Making 

Child Welfare Judges Conference 
2014 

Kimberly Papillon 

Implicit Bias New Judges’ College 2014  Dr. Jeffrey Rachlinski  

Undoing Racism Harris County 2013   The People’s Institute 

Undoing Racism Collin County 2012   The People’s Institute 

Undoing Racism Collin County 2013   The People’s Institute 
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PERMANENT JUDICIAL COMMISSION FOR CHILDREN, YOUTH AND FAMILIES 
MINUTES OF MEETING 

September 19, 2014 
9:30 a.m. – 3:30 p.m. 

State Bar of Texas – Texas Law Center 
Austin, Texas 

 
ATTENDANCE 
 
Members in attendance: 
Chair, Hon. Eva Guzman, Justice, the Supreme Court of Texas, Austin 
Vice-Chair, Hon. Darlene Byrne, Judge, 126th District Court, Austin 
Lisa Black, Assistant Commissioner for Child Protective Services, Department of Family and Protective 
Services 
Hon. Jean Boyd, Judge, 323rd District Court, Fort Worth  
Sheila Craig, Associate Commissioner, Center for the Elimination of Disproportionality and Disparities, 
Health and Human Services Commission 
Bruce Esterline, Vice President for Grants, The Meadows Foundation, Dallas  
Hon. Helen Giddings, Texas House of Representatives, District 109, Dallas (proxy Ms. Morgan 
Constantino) 
Hon. Bonnie Hellums, Judge, 247th District Court, Houston 
Hon. Rob Hofmann, Judge, 452nd District Court, Mason 
Dr. Octavio Martinez, Executive Director, The Hogg Foundation for Mental Health, The University of 
Texas at Austin, Austin 
Hon. Michael Massengale, Justice, 1st Court of Appeals, Houston 
Hon. Mary Murphy, Presiding Judge, First Administrative Judicial Region, Dallas 
Hon. Peter Sakai, Judge, 225th District Court, San Antonio 
Hon. Cheryl Lee Shannon, Judge, 305th District Court, Dallas 
Vicki Spriggs, Chief Executive Officer, Texas CASA, Inc., Austin (proxy Mr. Andy Homer) 
Terry Tottenham, Of Counsel, Fulbright and Jaworski, L.L.P., Austin 
G. Allan Van Fleet, Partner, McDermott Will & Emery, L.L.P., Houston 
Hon. Carlos Villalon, Associate Judge, Child Protection Court of the Rio Grande, Edinburg  
 

Members not in attendance: 
Chair-Emeritus, Hon. Harriet O’Neill, Law Office of Harriet O’Neill, Austin 
Hon. Jo Ann Battise, Senior Peacemaker, Alabama-Coushatta Tribe of Texas, Livingston 
Gabriela Fuentes, Office of the Governor, Austin 
Stewart Gagnon, Partner, Fulbright and Jaworski, L.L.P., Houston 
Sharayah Stiggers, Parent Liaison, Department of Family and Protective Services, Region 8, San 
Antonio 
Luanne Southern, Senior Director of Texas Strategic Consulting, Casey Family Programs, Austin  
Hon. Judy Warne, Judge, 257th Family Court, Houston 
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Special Guests: 
George Cannata, Deputy Commissioner for Child Protective Services, Department of Family and 
Protective Services  
Honorable John Specia, Commissioner for Child Protective Services, Department of Family and 
Protective Services 
 
Staff in attendance: 
Tina Amberboy, Executive Director, Children’s Commission 
Jessica Arguijo, Administrative Assistant, Children’s Commission 
Jamie Bernstein, Staff Attorney, Children’s Commission 
Casey Kennedy, Director of Information Service, Office of Court Administration 
Tim Kennedy, TexDECK Project Manager, Office of Court Administration 
Mena Ramón, General Counsel, Office of Court Administration 
Milbrey Raney, Staff Attorney, Children’s Commission 
Tiffany Roper, Assistant Director, Children’s Commission 
Honorable Dean Rucker, Jurist in Residence, Children’s Commission 
Honorable Robin Sage, Jurist in Residence, Children’s Commission 
David Slayton, Administrative Director, Office of Court Administration 
Kristi Taylor, Project Manager, Children’s Commission 
Rashonda Thomas, Grant Account Specialist, Children’s Commission 
 
Collaborative Council Members in attendance: 
 
De Shaun Ealoms, Parent Program Specialist, Department of Family and Protective Services, Austin 
Barbara Elias-Perciful, President, Texas Loves Children, Dallas  
Debra Emerson, CPS Director of Permanency, Department of Family and Protective Services, Austin  
Mara Friesen, Deputy Director for Child Support, Office of the Texas Attorney General, Austin 
Helen Gaebler, Sr. Research Attorney, William Wayne Justice Center for Public Interest Law, The 
University of Texas School of Law, Austin 
Christina Green, Director of Public Affairs, Children’s Advocacy Centers of Texas, Austin  
Hon. Diane Guariglia, Attorney, Guariglia & Placzek, PLLC, Houston 
David Halpern, Director, Promise Mentor Program, Seedling Foundation, Austin 
Ashley Harris, Child Welfare Policy Associate, Texans Care for Children, Austin 
Sandra Hachem, Sr. Assistant County Attorney, Harris County Attorney’s Office, Houston  
Bruce Kendrick, Director of Outreach, Embrace Texas, McKinney  
Kelly Kravitz, Foster Care Education and Policy Coordinator, Texas Education Agency, Austin 
Rebecca Lightsey, Executive Director, Texas Appleseed, Austin 
Diana Martinez, Director of Public Policy and Education, TexProtects, Austin 
Judy Powell, Communications Director, Parent Guidance Center, Austin 
Johana Scot, Executive Director, Parent Guidance Center, Austin 
Jeanne Stamp, Sr. Program Coordinator, Texas Homeless Education Office, Charles A. Dana Center, 
Austin 
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Armin Steege, Vice President of Programs, Austin Children’s Shelter, Austin 
Larry Williams, Alabama-Coushatta Tribe of Texas, Livingston 
 
Collaborative Council Members not in attendance: 
William B. Connolly, Attorney, Connolly & Shireman, L.L.P., Houston 
Irene Clements, President, Texas Foster Family Association, and Consultant, Butterfly Marketing, LLC, 
Pflugerville 
Laura Figueroa, The Arbitrage Group, Inc., Katy 
Mike Foster, Program Specialist, Pathways, Austin 
Sadie Funk, Executive Director, Texas Alliance for Infant Mental Health, Austin 
Paul E. Furrh, Jr., Chief Executive Officer, Lone Star Legal Aid, Houston 
Eileen Garcia, Chief Executive Officer, Texans Care for Children, Austin  
Mike Griffiths, Executive Director, Texas Juvenile Justice Department, Austin  
Robert Hartman, Executive Director, Providence Service Corporation, Abilene  
Leslie Hill, Managing Attorney, Travis County Office of Child Representation, Austin 
Chris Hubner, General Counsel, Travis County Juvenile Probation, Austin 
Lori Kennedy, Managing Attorney, Travis County Office of Parent Representation, Austin 
Richard Lavallo, Legal Director, Disability Rights Texas, Austin 
Stephanie Ledesma, Assistant Professor, Texas Southern University Thurgood Marshall School of Law, 
Houston 
Tracy Levins, Manager, Prevention/Early Intervention, Texas Juvenile Justice Department, Austin 
Madeline McClure, Executive Director, Texas Association for the Protection of Children, Dallas 
Hon. F. Scott McCown, Clinical Professor and Director of the Children’s Rights Clinic, The University of 
Texas School of Law, Austin 
Dr. Sandeep Narang, Director, Child Abuse Fellowship, Division of Child Protection Department of 
Pediatrics, C.A.R.E. Center, The University of Texas Health Science Center, Houston  
Dr. Anu Partap, Assistant Professor in Pediatrics, Southwest Medical Center, Dallas 
Lisa Ramirez, Women’s Substance Abuse Services Coordinator, Department of State Health Services, 
Austin 
Janet Sharkis, Executive Director, Texas Office for Prevention of Developmental Disabilities, Austin  
Andrea Sparks, Executive Director, National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, Austin 
Leslie Strauch, Clinical Professor, The University of Texas School of Law, Austin 
Gloria Terry, Coalition President, Texas Council on Family Violence, Austin 
Kenneth Thompson, Fatherhood Program Specialist, Department of Family and Protective Services, 
Austin 
Arabia Vargas, Chair, Bexar County Child Welfare Board, San Antonio 
 
CALL TO ORDER AND OPENING REMARKS, Justice Eva Guzman 
Justice Guzman called the meeting to order at 9:42 a.m. 
 
Recognition of Guests  
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Justice Guzman welcomed attendees and guests and thanked Justice Jeff Brown for visiting the 
Children’s Commission meeting earlier. Justice Brown thanked Children’s Commission members for 
their service and commitment to children and families in Texas.   Ms. Amberboy thanked the Supreme 
Court for its support of the Children’s Commission. Justice Guzman welcomed special guest, Mr. Carol 
Stith, and thanked Mr. Stith for attending that day. Justice Guzman announced that in June, the Texas 
Bar Foundation recognized Judge Dean Rucker, Jurist in Residence, with the Samuel Pessarra 
Outstanding Jurist Award.  
 
Commissioner Membership Changes 
Justice Guzman announced that Mr. Stewart Gagnon, Judge Cheryl Shannon, and Mr. Allan Van Fleet are 
transitioning from the Children’s Commission and would be honored with a certificate of service later 
in the meeting. Justice Guzman continued to announce that Ms. Sheila Craig, Deputy Associate 
Commissioner at the Center for the Elimination of Disproportionality and Disparities, has joined the 
Children’s Commission. Additionally, Mr. Terry Tottenham has agreed to serve a second three-year 
term as Commissioner.  
 
Collaborative Council Membership Changes 
Justice Guzman announced that Mr. Knox Kimberly, Vice President for Advocacy and Education, 
Lutheran Social Services of the South, has joined the Collaborative Council. 
 
Justice Guzman reminded the Collaborative Council that members should complete speaker cards if 
they wished to be added to the agenda.   
  
CIP Committee Member Changes 
Justice Guzman announced that Ms. Joyce James resigned from the Training Committee and Tanya 
Rollins, State Disproportionality Manager with the Texas Department of Family and Protective 
Services, joined the Training Committee.     
 
Staff Member Changes 
Justice Guzman announced that Ms. Mary Mitchell, Executive Assistant, left the Children’s Commission. 
 
Other Announcements  
Justice Guzman announced that the National Council for Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) 
selected Judge Carlos Villalon and the Child Protection Court of the Rio Grande Valley West to serve as 
a Resource Guideline Implementation Site. Judge Villalon explained that his court was selected to serve 
as one of eight implementation sites across the United States to utilize Resource Guidelines and best 
practices provided by the NCJFCJ. The court will receive specialized training and additional support 
onsite.  
 
Justice Guzman thanked Judge Villalon for the update and welcomed special guests, Department of 
Family and Protective Services Commissioner John Specia and Child Protective Services Deputy 
Commissioner George Cannata.   
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ADOPTION OF May 16, 2014 MEETING MINUTES 
Justice Guzman directed members to Tab 2, noted that members had the opportunity to review the 
minutes, and asked if there were any corrections or discussion.  There were no corrections or any 
discussion points raised.  
 
ACTION: Justice Guzman asked for a motion to adopt the meeting minutes of the May 16th 2014 
meeting. Judge Jean Boyd made a motion and Justice Michael Massengale seconded. The attending 
members adopted the meeting minutes unanimously.  
 
COMMISSION MEMBER UPDATES 
 
Hon. Cheryl Shannon announced that she has been asked to testify before a Texas House of 
Representatives Trafficking Committee. Judge Shannon explained that as a video conferencing 
accessible court, she recently heard a Child Protective Services (CPS) case that involved a child who 
was being trafficked by her mother and noted the rise of the issue. Further that the Crossover Youth 
Project implemented in Dallas is going well. She continued to update on the work of educational 
advocates who support CPS children in the Dallas area, citing good feedback and the positive 
relationships that have developed as a result.  
 
Hon. Rob Hofmann reported that since the last Children’s Commission meeting in May, he attended 
the Public-Private Partnership meeting and worked with stakeholders since the withdrawal of lead 
agency Providence in Region 2/9. Judge Hofmann will travel to speak to the Idaho Administrative 
Office of Courts on behalf of the National Center for State Courts Training for Child Abuse and Neglect 
cases. Judge Hofmann noted he will report on the Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force later in 
the meeting. He noted that two Child Protection Court judges, (Cathy Morris and Alyce Bondurant 
were making efforts to ask critical questions during hearings about education efforts, which were met 
with good responses.  Judge Bondurant relayed to him that four teachers in North Texas volunteered 
to become certified caretakers in order to keep students in their schools.  
 
Hon. Peter Sakai briefed that the request for a third full-time associate county judge to hear CPS cases 
was denied due to funding and operational costs. As a result and due to initiatives currently in the 
works, Judge Sakai has developed an alternative plan and will update the group at the next 
Commission meeting.    

Mr. G. Allan Van Fleet reported that despite his departure as a Commissioner, he intends to continue 
to work with youth transitioning from care on education issues and recently visited with the Houston 
Alumni Youth (HAY) Center, which supports graduating youth as well as Depelchin, which was 
recently certified as a transitional living center. Mr. Van Fleet has also met with Judge Specia to further 
discuss online education opportunities for youth aging out of care. Mr. Van Fleet, a Texas Appleseed 
board member, announced the retirement of Texas Appleseed Executive Director, Rebecca Lightsey, 
and the promotion of Deborah Fowler to the Executive Director position.  
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Justice Guzman thanked Mr. Van Fleet for continuing his work and involvement with the Children’s 
Commission.  

Hon. Michael Massengale deferred his reports on the Training Committee until later in the meeting. 
As Chair of the Training Committee, Justice Massengale briefed that he attended the Texas Child 
Welfare Judges Conference in June, the NCJFCJ Annual Conference in Chicago in July, and the Child 
Abuse & Neglect workshop at the Advanced Family Law Conference in August. He stated he was 
thoroughly impressed with the programs and proud to witness the leadership of Texas judges. He 
explained that as a result of the conferences, he was able to contribute timely research toward the 
Jurist in Residence letter updating judges on issues surrounding Special Immigrant Juvenile Status 
(SIJS). Justice Massengale commended Justice Guzman and the Supreme Court for the video message 
from Chief Justice Nathan Hecht encouraging attorneys to lend SIJS support pro bono and imploring 
judges to stay apprised of the issue at hand. 
 
Justice Guzman thanked Justice Massengale and reported that Harris County recently offered training 
for attorneys regarding SIJS that was attended by approximately 600 attorneys. She commended 
stakeholders for their leadership on this issue and attributed the wide success as a demonstration.     
Commissioner Specia added that a similar training by the State Bar of Texas was hosted and widely 
attended in San Antonio.  
 
Ms. Sheila Craig reported that the CEDD has expanded their focus on system equity and health to 
include border affairs supported by eight staff located along the Texas border that provide access to 
resources and assist agencies in addressing the needs of families located in these areas. She explained 
that the CEDD has since learned the location of a number of colonias statewide, including Austin, for 
which to offer services. Ms. Craig announced that they have created a Cross-Systems Coalition of 
systems and community leaders to examine and address inequity through data, policy, and program 
service review. The Coalition consists of 17 statewide members, including the Children’s Commission 
and all agencies under the Department of Health and Human Services. Additionally, the Center hosted 
a Cross-Systems Summit focused on cross-system disparities and best practices with approximately 
450 attendees, including judges, educators, and law enforcement personnel. Ms. Craig thanked the 
Children’s Commission for the recommendation of presenter Ms. Kimberly Papillion and noted the 
session was very popular. The CEDD continues to present at conferences hosted by the State Bar of 
Texas and the Texas Center for the Judiciary and welcomed the opportunity to partner with the judicial 
community statewide.  Ms. Craig announced the CEDD will issue a report on Rider 87 that will be 
available in December 2014. Additionally, the Center has revised curriculum that will be implemented 
at eight pilot sites and available for systems training in 2015.    
 
Hon. Jean Boyd reported that Tarrant County is preparing for National Adoption Day and continues to 
work collaboratively with Foster Care Redesign efforts. Judge Boyd briefed that Friends of 
Wednesday’s Child, a North Texas based education advocacy organization, is in the initial stages to 
implement an education mentor program with Tarrant County CPS, Texas Lawyers for Children, and 
the Tarrant County Bar Association.  She will update Commission members at the next meeting.   
 



7 

 

Hon. Carlos Villalon referenced his report on the NCJFCJ Implementation Sites program and stated he 
will report on the first site visit scheduled in November at the next Commission meeting. Judge Villalon 
announced that he continues to work with the county on attorneys’ fees and costs associated with 
funding legal representation.  He also met with Hidalgo County Judge Ramon Garcia to finalize a fee 
schedule, which has proved difficult due to varying service costs. Judge Villalon reported that together 
with DFPS and the Office of Court Administration, video conferencing will soon be available and 
thanked Tim Kennedy for work on the implementation. Regarding children participating in court, 
Judge Villalon noted an online video resource and asked CPS to share the video with children in care. 
He reported he has since noticed a sharp increase in the number of children who wish to speak with 
him in chambers, roughly “four times the number,” and the value of the communication he gains by 
meeting directly with children in court.  
 
Action: Justice Guzman asked that the video and link created by the Children’s Commission and Texas 
Appleseed be provided to CPS staff to share with children in CPS care.    
 
Mr. Terry Tottenham reported that the Texas Access to Justice Commission is working with a Kansas-
based consultant to propose to the Pentagon to extend the veteran pro bono legal representation 
initiative nationwide. Mr. Tottenham continues to collaborate with the Meadows Institute and the 
veterans’ initiative and mental health issues as this will benefit both veterans and children. The State 
Bar and Access to Justice Foundation have created a multi-disciplinary workforce of attorneys to 
increase the pro bono culture in Texas, including child welfare, which Mr. Tottenham co-chairs.  
 
Justice Guzman noted how, with the use of media, pro bono work has been brought to greater 
attention and is a vital component to collaboration.  
 
Hon. Mary Murphy reported that she also attended the Children’s Commission Child Welfare Judges 
Conference and complimented it as “outstanding.” She reported that the conference was attended by a 
large contingency of judges from judicial administrative Region 1.  She noted that the presiding judges 
embrace judicial education and are in strong support of the need for associate judge pay raises. She 
announced that Judge David Peoples recently testified on the associate judges’ behalf. Judge Murphy 
continued to report that as a regional presiding judge, she shares the Jurist in Residence letters with 
the 34 county judges in her region to ensure continued updates.   
 
Dr. Octavio Martinez announced that in 2013, the Hogg Foundation introduced a grant program from 
the Ima Hogg Fund, which is designated for Houston/Harris County areas.  The program is entering its 
second phase and has awarded eight organizations grants totaling $10 million to identify mental 
health issues and needs of transitioning youth and families ages 14-25, as this population experiences 
complex mental health challenges as they enter adulthood. Each grantee conducted a six-month study 
to develop a plan to engage families according to the initiative and submitted a proposal. Grantees 
include  
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• Baylor College of Medicine, Department of Pediatrics: $1 million will enhance participation of 
individual and group therapy, develop the Transition to Independence Process (TIP Program) 
curriculum, and educate pediatric and adult providers on mental health issues.   

• Communities and Schools of Houston, Inc.: $1.4 million will support care coordination and peer 
support, and related transition services.  

• Disability Rights Texas: $890,000 will work collaboratively for transitioning youth, provide 
legal services, advocacy and training, and develop Transition to Independence Program (TIP) 
curriculum.  

• Easter Seals of Greater Houston: $1.6 million collaborate and provide job training, housing, 
education for teens and adults living with mental health challenges including those with 
Autism Sectrum Disorder.  

• Family Services of Greater Houston: $1.3 million to develop TIP informed individual family 
counseling, navigation services, and support emotional behavioral health needs of transition 
youth and families.  

• Harris County Protective Services for Children and Adults: $1.2 million to support Houston 
Alumni and Youth Center for current and former foster care youth to access transitioning 
resources.  

• Houston Department of Health and Human Services: $1 million to develop a curriculum in 
partnership with Youth to Train to certify transitioning youth as “peer wellness specialists” 
integrated health mentors.  

•  Star of Hope Youth Mission: $1.4 million to develop and deliver program services for current 
and former residents transitioning from the mission. 
 

Dr. Martinez added that perhaps the results of the program can be eventually expanded across the 
state.  
 
Justice Guzman commended the report as a tremendous leadership effort. Commissioner Specia added 
that the Department of Family and Protective Services is also coordinating with Casey Family Services 
on an effort to move children to permanency in Harris County.   
 
Hon. Bonnie Hellums introduced her husband, Mr. Carol Stith, and reported that as a result of the 
American Leadership Forum, several mentor relationships have been established for youth formerly in 
foster care to provide existing services and resources such as the Houston Workforce Solution and 
Neighborhood Centers. Judge Hellums announced that through varying donation services, many 
students formerly in care were well provided with books and supplies for the start of the school year. 
She noted that both she and Mr. Stith will be attending the Trust-Based Relational Intervention (TBRI) 
Judicial Conference hosted by Texas Christian University in Fort Worth. Judge Hellums announced that 
her Family Intervention Court (drug, infant and toddlers) received a small grant which will be used for 
parent training. She commended C.J. Broussard, DFPS Regional Director for Harris County, for her 
assistance.  
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Justice Guzman thanked Judge Hellums for her report and invited Mr. Stith to share his findings as a 
result of the collaboration. Mr. Stith announced that the Leadership members have successfully 
connected several non-profit organizations and extended additional resources as a result of the 
initiative.   
 
Mr. Andy Homer for Vicki Spriggs announced Texas CASA’s annual conference will be in Galveston, 
Texas on October 24-25, 2014 and welcomed members to register. He continued to report that Texas 
CASA has grown from 7,611 CASA volunteers in FY2013 to nearly 8,100 in FY2014, and increased the 
number of children being served from 23,621 in FY2013 to 24,742 in FY2014. Mr. Homer recently 
attended a Family Finding conference in McKinney with DFPS staff and CASA volunteers to develop the 
capacity of kinship caregivers to serve as a long-lasting support system for aging out foster care youth. 
Mr. Homer announced the conclusion of the Texas CASA Mental Health Task Force and thanked the 
Hogg Foundation for its support throughout the project.  
 
Mr. Bruce Esterline Mr. Esterline reported that the Meadows Foundation continues to support CASA 
and how many programs have set and accomplished high goals. The Meadows Foundation also 
supports Child Guidance Centers and Advocacy Centers, as well as transitional/aging out services, 
which have gained momentum within the last ten years. He explained that many communities have 
worked to provide wrap-around services for this population and that the Foundation finds it a 
“compelling model.” Mr. Esterline briefed on two grants awarded in 2014; one for the Children’s 
Medical Center of Dallas to develop mental health services specifically for youth in foster care and 
another to TexProtects for child welfare advocacy. Mr. Esterline spoke of the Meadows Mental Health 
Policy Institute, chaired by Dr. Martinez, and that board members met recently with Mr. Tom Luce to 
discuss the future of the work. Mr. Esterline requested for Mr. Luce to speak at a future Commission 
meeting.  
 
Justice Guzman thanked Mr. Esterline and stated the Children’s Commission looks forward to hearing 
from Mr. Luce.  
 
Dr. Octavio commended Mr. Esterline for contribution of vision and work for the Meadows Mental 
Health Institute, citing it as a tremendous opportunity for Texas.   
 
DFPS Commissioner Judge John Specia deferred his report until later in the meeting.  
 
Hon. Darlene Byrne began by thanking the Children’s Commission for providing scholarship for many 
Texas judges to attend the annual NCJFCJ conference in Chicago. Judge Byrne announced that NCJFC 
has restructured to allow for nine non-judiciary persons to serve as board members and welcomed 
recommendations. The NCJFCJ also now allows for a broader membership comprised of law schools, 
corporations, and other private sectors. Given this change and as incoming president of the NCJFCJ, 
Judge Byrne is working to engage Texas law schools to become members of the organization. Judge 
Byrne announced that the 88th NCJFCJ Annual Conference will be in Austin, Texas and will recognize 
outstanding Texas individuals and law firms who provide exemplary pro bono work in domestic 
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violence, child welfare, and juvenile justice. She also announced that the Travis County Commissioners 
Court has voted to fund a CPS full-time associate judge and staff beginning October 1, 2014.  
 
Judge Byrne continued to report that as a result of the Hearing Observation Project conducted by Jurist 
in Residence, Judge Robin Sage, the NCJFCJ is conducting data analysis on time-certain calendaring and 
will be observing Judge Byrne’s court over the course of four days. Judge Byrne announced that the 
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children has entered into a Memorandum of Understanding 
with DFPS to develop Missing Foster Youth Court Protocol for the judiciary and deemed it “cutting 
edge nationwide.” Regarding transferring cases between counties, Judge Byrne commended Ms. 
Amberboy and staff for their work in coordinating discussion with varying parties, such as the 
Association of County Clerks, and noted the potential for legislative recommendations.   
 
REPORT TO THE COMMISSION,  
Ms. Tina Amberboy, Executive Director; Justice Guzman asked Ms. Amberboy to report to the 
Commission regarding the CIP Application for FY2015 Grants, staff directed projects, and budget and 
welcomed questions from Commissioners.   
 
Ms. Amberboy noted that Judge Len Edwards, Jurist in Residence in California, wrote a book on 
Reasonable Efforts and graciously provided copies to the Children’s Commission and extended 
complimentary copies for attendees.   
 
Ms. Amberboy announced that the CIP application was submitted on August 30, 2014; staff currently 
awaits notice of the grant funding distribution. She continued to report on the expected grant projects 
for FY2015 and directed attendees to Tab 4 of the meeting notebook for a list of grantees.  
 
Texas Center for the Judiciary (TCJ) 
 
Planned FY 2015 activities of TCJ include: 

• Plan and host one Child Welfare Judicial Conference that targets judges throughout the state 
who hear cases involving child welfare. In addition to general sessions, the conference will 
include an additional half-day meeting of the Child Protection Court Judges and their court 
coordinators. This conference is set for August 2015 and anticipated attendance is between 75-
80 judges.   

 
• Develop sessions for the Texas Center’s Family Justice Conference on issues relevant for 

general jurisdiction judges who hear cases involving child welfare. This conference is set for 
January 28 and 29, 2015. Anticipated attendance at this conference is 120 judges, including 
approximately 25-30 judges for the CPS specific break-out. 

 
• Provide approximately 25 scholarships to allow judges to attend the NCJFCJ Annual Conference 

in Austin in July 2015.   
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• Work with the Commission to provide additional trainings, project support and meeting 
facilitation, as needed. 

 
• Each conference sponsored/ hosted by TCJ pursuant to this grant will be evaluated by TCJ and 

by the Children’s Commission. 
  
The total amount requested is $242,231.00.  
 
Regarding the stipulation to attend the Child Welfare Judges Conference in order to receive 
scholarship to the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, Judge Hellums noted how the 
CWJC conference occurs after the NCJFCJ to which Justice Guzman noted the Children’s Commission 
will strongly encourage recipients to honor the criteria.  
 
ACTION: Justice Guzman asked for a motion. Judge Boyd made a motion and Justice Massengale 
seconded. Judge Sakai abstained from voting on the motion. All other attending members approved the 
grant request for Texas Center for the Judiciary in the amount of $242,231.00. The motion was carried. 
 
Office of Court Administration 
Ms. Amberboy noted that her report on OCA would also encompass the report for the Technology 
Committee which held a conference call on August 25, 2014 and discussed the following located 
behind Tab 3, Page 20: 
 
Notice & Engagement Web Application: The project involves using non-confidential case data to 
provide notice to parties and interested persons about upcoming hearings via email. The Children’s 
Commission sent an announcement to one CPC court and three child placing agency partners advising 
of the Child Protective Services Hearing Notification tool. The notice advised that the service is only 
available for cases covered by CPC courts, and that each participant must set up a user account within 
the Child Protection Case Management System (CPCMS) in use by those courts.   
  
As of August 25, 2014 there were 55 users – primarily from Judge Villalon’s court.  Although the total 
number of users is currently few in number, all reports indicate that the system is easy to use and 
works correctly. For FY2015, OCA will maintain this project and assist the Children’s Commission with 
tracking usage, distributing information to users, and collecting survey results from users. 
 
Video Conferencing: The video conferencing project enables children involved in child abuse and 
neglect cases to participate in permanency and placement review hearings without them being 
physically present in the courtroom.  OCA hosts and supports the hardware and software required to 
facilitate video conferencing between courts and residential placements.  OCA has drafted a “how to” 
for use by Courts and other stakeholders who wish to use video conferencing for a particular hearing.  
OCA also maintains a list of Residential Treatment Centers with video conferencing capability as well 
as a list of courts.  OCA also maintains a list of all hearings conducted, including the date, time, 
participating court, type of hearing, participating placement, length of hearing, any problems with the 
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transmission quality or technical difficulties.  As of September 1, there were 14 courts regularly using 
video conferencing with 64 residential treatment and general residential operations capable of 
participating.  A total of 324 hearings were conducted in FY2014.  For FY2015, OCA will continue 
scheduling, coordinating, and tracking remote hearings for existing remote users including test calls.  
OCA will also increase the number of participating courts by six (6), and increase the number 
participating DFPS service provider sites by 10 during the fiscal year. 
 
Child Protection Case Management System (CPCMS): CPCMS is a case management system that is 
unique to Child Protection Courts.  It has been in use since 2009.  OCA provides project management, 
programming and testing services for CPCMS.  OCA staffs a CPCMS Advisory Council of CPC judges, 
OCA staff and Children’s Commission staff to evaluate bug fixes or enhancements. The CPCMS Advisory 
Group has been meeting monthly since the summer of 2013 and provides governance in order to 
prioritize enhancements and bug fixes. This group regularly identifies changes to the system that will 
further increase the courts’ productivity. For FY2015, OCA will continue to staff the Advisory Council, 
maintain and enhance CPCMS according to Advisory Council directives and deliver certain court-
specific and performance-specific reports to OCA and Children’s Commission.   
 
Personal Document Storage Project: New project for FY2015 that involves a way to store documents 
securely in the cloud and make them accessible to registrants – in this case, foster youth who have 
aged out of the foster care system.  Although DFPS is required to deliver documents to youth leaving 
foster care, once they are out, circumstances may be such that these documents are lost or misplaced.  
The lack of these documents and the inability to replace them can contribute to further difficulties and 
trials for former foster youth. OCA will provide limited project management that will include 
identifying resources to properly scope the project so that it can be submitted to IT vendors on the 
Department of Information Resources database for pricing. OCA will evaluate responses. Based on the 
responses, OCA will complete the statement of work for the project including the scope, architecture 
and deliverables and price the development costs of the project.  
 
The total amount requested is $265,655. 
 
ACTION: Justice Guzman asked for a motion. Judge Hellums made a motion and Mr. Tottenham 
seconded. All attending members approved the grant request for the Office of Court Administration in 
the amount of $242,231.00 unanimously. The motion was carried. 
 
Texas CASA 
Ms. Amberboy explained that there will be two items for members to vote on. Texas CASA has 
requested a “no cost” extension for use of their 2014 awarded funds in the amount $23, 093.  
 
For FY 2015, increase understanding of the impact of trauma and the understanding and awareness of 
strategies and interventions provided in the Trust Based Relational Intervention model of treatment 
and to develop statewide strategies that fit into the broader goal of creating a statewide trauma-
informed system.   
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In FY2014, CASA used CIP funds to train 14 teams (30 people) in TBRI. In FY2015, CASA will provide 
support to each team, provide assistance in developing an implementation plan for their respective 
constituencies, and will develop a report of recommendations and information regarding current 
trauma treatments, interventions, and trauma-informed models being utilized in Texas and how TBRI 
specific interventions work with, compliment, or are contrary other modalities and practices.  Convene 
a small informal advisory committee to guide efforts.  This advisory committee would function to 
assist the project lead by sharing expert knowledge, insight and resources, offering potential 
strategies, and guaranteeing the integrity of project efforts. 
 
The total amount requested for FY2015 is $44,358.00. 
 
ACTION: Justice Guzman asked for a motion for a “no cost extension” for the FY 2014 allocated funds 
in the amount of $23,093.00. Allan Van Fleet made a motion and Justice Massengale seconded. Mr. 
Homer noted his abstention from voting. All attending members approved the request for a “no cost 
extension” for FY2014 funds. The motion was carried.  
 
ACTION: Justice Guzman asked for a motion for FY2015 grant for Texas CASA. Judge Hellums made a 
motion and Mr. Tottenham seconded. All attending members approved the grant request for Texas 
CASA in the amount of $44,358.00. The motion was carried. 
 
University of Texas Research Center 
To determine the best practices and cost-effectiveness of mediation for Travis County, Texas, and in 
the process develop a cost formula and research framework that can be applied to other counties in 
the state in particular, the project aims to answer four broad research questions: a. What types of child 
protection cases are best suited for resolution through mediation?; b. When in the life-cycle of a case is 
the optimal time for mediation to occur?; c. How are outcomes affected by mediation, including the 
legal resolution of the case, child wellbeing, and time to permanency?; d. Is mediation a cost-effective 
strategy for resolving child protection cases? 
 
UT will gather data from Travis County, hold focus groups and interviews with mediators, attorneys, 
CPS workers, and CASA advocates, which will be merged with data from the DFPS IMPACT system to 
identify the number of parents involved, the time between each legal process event, the resolution of 
the mediation, the legal and permanent resolution of the case, and the general cost of the case, which 
will be used to determine if cases that are mediated are resolved more effectively and efficiently as 
compared to cases that proceed to trial. 
 
UT will issue three reports: a preliminary analysis and report on the cost-effectiveness of mediation to 
be completed on or about November 30, 2014; an additional report capturing which types of child 
protection cases are best suited for resolution through mediation; when in the life-cycle of a case is the 
optimal time for mediation to occur; how outcomes are affected by mediation, including the legal 
resolution of the case, child wellbeing, and time to permanency; and whether mediation a cost-
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effective strategy for resolving child protection cases will be completed by March 31, 2015; and a final 
report that recommends evidence-based practices in using mediation, the degree to which mediation 
is a more cost effective strategy that trial, as well as a clear position as to whether mediation is related 
to shorter time to permanency and case resolution will be issued by June 15, 2015. 
 
The total amount requested is $64,050.00. 
 
ACTION: Justice Guzman asked for a motion. Mr. Tottenham made a motion and Ms. Craig seconded. 
All attending members approved the grant request for the University of Texas Research Center in the 
amount of $64,050.00 unanimously. The motion was carried. 
 
Staff Directed Projects 
All staff directed projects are included in the Report under Tab 3 and are ongoing and FY2015 is a 
continuation. Two new projects for 2015 are as follows:  
 
1. CFSR Stakeholder Process, Tab 3, page 11 
Texas will undergo Round 3 of the Child and Family Services Review (CFSR) in 2016. The CFSR is 
intended to ensure states are in substantial conformity with federal law and practice with particular 
focus on outcomes of safety, permanency, and well-being for children and families.  The CFSR also 
evaluates systemic child welfare factors such as service array, case review process, agency 
responsiveness to the community, and foster and adoptive parent recruitment and training.   A critical 
part of the CFSR process is gathering stakeholder input from child welfare partners about these 
systemic factors.  
   
The Children’s Commission will host three CFSR Stakeholder meetings.  These meetings will be 
facilitated by Judge Scott McCown and the Commission will work with the Department to document 
the feedback and provide input to the report that is due to the Children’s Bureau in June 2015.    
Most everyone who regularly collaborates with the Department and the Children’s Commission will 
receive an invitation from Lisa Black.  The meetings will be held in Austin at the Thompson Conference 
Center and are scheduled as follows: November 14, 2014 Case Review System; December 19, 2014 
Service Array and Agency Response to Community; and January 23, 2015 Foster/Adoption Licensing, 
Recruitment and Retention, including Foster and Adoptive Family Training. 
 
2. Protect Our Kids Commission, Tab 3, page 12 
The Protect Our Kids (POK) Commission was established by Senate Bill 66 during the 83rd Legislative 
Session and is charged with studying the relationship between child welfare and child fatalities and 
must submit a report to the Legislature no later than December 1, 2015. The Children’s Commission 
will provide administrative and meeting support to the POK commission.  Judge Robin Sage is the POK 
Commission chair. 
 
Budget 
Ms. Amberboy directed attendees to the PowerPoint presentation on the CIP budget:  
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Ms. Amberboy explained that the FY2015 is an estimation and that in most recent years, CIP funding 
and distribution has been affected by sequestration. Children’s Commission operations expenses are 
budgeted under indirect costs; Staff directed projects, grants, and scholarships are outlined behind Tab 
3 of the meeting notebook. Ms. Amberboy noted that additional funding for scholarships was allocated 
in order to provide for more opportunities for greater attorney training.  
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Mr. Esterline asked for clarification regarding the timeframe for use of funding carried forward to 
which Ms. Amberboy stated that monies may be carried forward up to two years and that the 
Children’s Commission has never lapsed. She noted that the carry-over also allows for a timeframe to 
continue operations should the CIP program end.  
 
Justice Guzman added that due to the uncertainty of funding, development of a foundation to continue 
the work of the Children’s Commission could further provide for the mission and extend beyond the 
limitation of federal funding.        
 
The total amount budgeted for FY 2015 is $1,640,000.00. 
 
ACTION: Justice Guzman asked for a motion. Mr. Esterline made a motion and Justice Massengale 
seconded. All attending members unanimously approved the budget for the indicated Children’s 
Commission projects. The motion was carried. 
 
COMMITTEE REPORTS AND VOTING MATTERS 
Data/Technology Committee Report, Ms. Tina Amberboy for Ms. Vicki Spriggs 
Ms. Amberboy encompassed the Data/Technology Committee report on behalf of Ms. Spriggs earlier in 
the meeting.  
 
Basic Committee Report, Honorable Bonnie Hellums 
Judge Hellums began by reporting on the Bench Book, stating that Children’s Commission staff 
launched a Bench Book checklist pilot in July 2014 that will run through December 2014. 
Approximately 25 judges are participating in the pilot, and the goal is to establish whether judges 
prefer shorter versus multi-page or statutory versus topical checklists, or whether the checklists 
should be targeted to less versus more experienced judges. This will help the Children’s Commission 
determine what type of checklists to include in the bench book going forward. Commission staff 
checked in with pilot participants at the end of August and will conduct a mid-pilot survey in October 
2014 and a final survey in January 2015. 
 
Judge Hellums continued to report that Jurist in Residence Judge Robin Sage continues to write JIR 
letters including letters regarding the Foster Youth in Court Video, Unaccompanied Alien Children, and 
the Treatment Needs of Juvenile Sex Offenders.  All the letters can be found on the Children’s 
Commission website.  
 
Staff Attorney Ms. Kristi Taylor continued to report on Tribal/State Collaboration stating that she and 
Ms. Amberboy met with fellow CIP Directors from other states to provide feedback for the Model ICWA 
Judicial Curriculum.  
 
Ms. Taylor reported that she recently attended a symposium hosted by the Yselta del Sur Pueblo 
Native American Tribe located in El Paso, Texas. The symposium was attended by the three federally 
recognized Texas-based tribes, DFPS staff, and tribal CPS caseworkers and followed the format similar 
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to the Alabama-Coushatta Roundtable and Symposium held in April, 2014. Ms. Taylor introduced the 
Children’s Commission report published on the findings from the Roundtable and provided copies to 
attendees. She explained that she has found that there are three issues that create barriers in tribal 
collaboration: 1) ICWA notice, which is required when a court knows or has reason to know an Indian 
Child is involved; 2) an ambiguous definition of what is considered active and/or reasonable efforts; 
and 3) the availability and use of experts as subject matter experts in court cases. Ms. Taylor also 
reported that she has learned that there are currently 12 applications from additional statewide tribes 
to become federally recognized, which likely means potential growth.  
 
Collaborative Council member Mr. Larry Williams commended Ms. Taylor and the work of the 
Children’s Commission, stating that he has witnessed a greater collaboration between the state 
judiciary and Texas tribes as a result.  
 
Justice Guzman thanked Ms. Taylor and the Children’s Commission staff for their hard work and Mr. 
Williams for the update.  
 
Judge Hellums continued to report on Trauma Informed Care.   The Children’s Commission continues 
to support DFPS’s shift to a trauma-informed care system specifically Dr. Karyn Purvis’s Trust-Based 
Relational Intervention and training for the Travis County Collaborative and Disability Rights Texas.  
 
Judge Hellums reported that the Keeping Infants and Toddlers Safe (KITS) Conference was a great 
success. She briefed that the Children’s Commission Judicial Disproportionality Workgroup will 
continue collaboration with the Center for the Elimination of Disproportionalities and Disparities, as 
referenced earlier by Commissioner Ms. Craig.  
 
Training Committee Report, Honorable Justice Michael Massengale 
Justice Massengale reported that the Training Committee met on September 4, 2014 and approved the 
FY2015 Training grant funding recommendations reported earlier by Ms. Amberboy.  
 
He began the update by reporting on judicial education and noted the Child Welfare Judges Conference 
(CWJC) held in Bastrop on June 9-11. Over 75 judges attended sessions, including Judge Byrne’s ICWA 
Made Easy, which received great reviews. The Children’s Commission also recruited over 25 judges to 
participate in the Bench Book Pilot as noted earlier by Judge Hellums. Justice Massengale thanked the 
Commission for the Conference and welcomed suggestions for the next one tentatively set for August 
17-19, 2015. The Training Committee awarded 16 scholarships to the NCJFCJ Annual Conference in 
July, which was attended by several Commissioners and Children’s Commission staff.  Justice 
Massengale reported that in addition to the early notification of issues surrounding SIJS, attendees 
heard from “cutting-edge, national experts” and had the opportunity to invite them to speak to Texas 
judges.  
 
Justice Massengale continued to report on attorney education, explaining that the Training Committee 
continues to provide scholarships for attorneys to attend training. He announced that 88 scholarships 
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were provided for the State Bar of Texas Child Abuse and Neglect 1-Day Conference in San Antonio and 
six scholarships for the National Association of Council for Children Annual Conference.  
 
The next Trial Skills Training will be held October 1-3, 2014; the Commission received 86 applications 
for 21 spots. Justice Massengale noted that faculty and Commission staff continues to update the 
training to best suit the needs of students and thanked the faculty who volunteer for the program. As a 
pre-requisite for Trial Skills Training, Commission staff is constructing a new webinar tentatively titled 
“Life of a CPS Case/CPS 101,” which is due in 2015.   
 
Currently, attorneys who handle CPS cases have complimentary access to the State Bar of Texas Video 
Library.  The State Bar has agreed to add the video replay of the Child Abuse and Neglect 1-Day 
Conference and offered the Children’s Commission one day of studio time annually to film webinars 
without charge. The Online library will soon cost $25.00 per webinar, but will be offset with 
scholarship reimbursement for the one-day Child Abuse and Neglect workshop. 
 
Regarding attorney training, Mr. Tottenham invited Commissioners to notify him of subject areas in 
need of pro bono work and training.  
 
Justice Guzman thanked Justice Massengale for his report and leadership of the Training Committee. 
 
Recognition of Commissioners with Certificate of Service 
Justice Guzman moved to recognize three Commissioners who have served to term on the Commission, 
Judge Cheryl Shannon, Mr. Stuart Gagnon, and Mr. Allan Van Fleet. She thanked them for their 
continued work on child welfare issues and in collaboration with the Children’s Commission. Co-chair 
Judge Byrne agreed and thanked the Commissioners for the diversity and outstanding leadership in 
Texas. Mr. Van Fleet thanked the Commission and commended his experience as “eye opening”; Judge 
Shannon thanked the Children’s Commission for the opportunity to serve and to share her experience 
and training with her fellow Dallas-area based judges.  
  
Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force Presentation, Honorable Rob Hofmann 
Justice Guzman asked Judge Hofmann to report on the Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force. 
Judge Hofmann began by thanking Children’s Commission staff, Ms. Tiffany Roper and Ms. Jamie 
Bernstein, for their work on the Task Force. He explained that the court order implementing the Task 
Force, in effect for two years, ends in December 2014 and that the work as a result of the Education 
Committee and since then the Task Force, has had “great momentum.”  
 
Judge Hofmann explained that there are seven categories for which the recommendations are drawn 
and 130 total recommendations.  
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He noted that 82% of the recommendations are completed or in progress as shown below: 
  

 
Judge Hofmann continued to explain that there has been great progress in implementation within the 
judiciary and through the exchange of data and information sharing practices. He noted how according 
to the breakdown, school stability and transitions, school experience, and post-secondary education 
would be the next focus for the work.  
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Judge Hofmann reported that a number of accomplishments has been attained through the work of the 
Task Force, such as an updated MOU between DFPS and TEA for data exchange, identification of  a 
method to capture school mobility, collaborative work to draft the Texas CASA Educational Advocacy 
Toolkit, creation of the DFPS Kinship Caregiver newsletter and a TEA To the Administrator Addressed 
letter announcing Foster Student Liaisons, and  a collaborative presentation by DFPS/TEA/Children’s 
Commission at the Texas Association of School Boards summer conference.  
 
Judge Hofmann shared a timeline for the next steps for the work is as follows:  
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Judge Hofmann noted the Task Force may recommend a standing Education committee rather than a 
court order.  
 
Judge Hofmann concluded that as a result of the Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force and 
Workgroups, the work has garnered much success due to the collaboration of partners such as TEA 
and DFPS and anticipates continuation as they recommend Phase II to also focus on higher education.  
 
Ms. Amberboy added that she was impressed to hear during a recent meeting of the Task Force that 
judges and attorneys reported more discussion surrounding education issues.   
 
Justice Guzman thanked Judge Hofmann and Children’s Commission staff for their work in the Texas 
Blueprint Implementation, deeming it a “catalyst” for change.  
    
Legal Representation Study (LRS) Workgroup, Ms. Amberboy for Jurist in Residence Dean 
Rucker 
Ms. Amberboy reported on the Legal Representation Study Workgroup stating that the group met on 
August 1, 2014. The two subcommittees formed earlier this year reported on two broad issues 
involving several subparts: the Indigence subcommittee is charged with examining the feasibility of 
creating a statutory definition of indigence; factors to consider in determining indigence; 
standardizing indigence affidavits and unsworn declarations; and feasibility of creating a limited 
duration attorney appointment for parent at time CPS suit is filed. The Standards subcommittee is 
charged with determining whether the Commission should develop and promote the adoption of 
standards of representation; the scope of the standards [based on statute, voluntary for the 
judge/jurisdiction]; inclusion of local practice tips and guidance; whether attorneys should be 
required to sign annual certification acknowledging compliance with standards and education 
requirements under the Texas Family Code.  

The LRS Workgroup as a whole will provide comments to the Children’s Commission about legislation 
to statutorily authorize creation of public defender offices; the possibility of using pro-bono attorney 
services to perform due diligence-limited appointment assignments for alleged fathers, cite by pubs, 
and indigence determinations; and possibly a pilot project for a small number of urban and rural 
counties to study early parent appointments (when suit filed, and prior to Adversary Hearing), and 
include qualitative and quantitative data.  

Also, Judge Rucker, Judge Redford, and Children’s Commission staff met with representatives from the 
Texas Association of Counties, Conference of Urban Counties, and County Commissioner and Judges 
Association, and on August 28, Judge Rucker made a presentation about legal representation and our 
work to approximately 100 county judges, county commissioners, county auditors, and county clerks 
at the Texas Association of Counties Pre-legislative Conference. The county organizations are receptive 
to working together to address the structural and fiscal issues related to legal representation in CPS 
cases.  
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In August, Justice Guzman sent a letter to Senator Ellis in response to his inquiry about legal 
representation in CPS cases, and has been provided to Texas Association of Counties (TAC), Conference 
of Urban Counties (CUC), and County Commissioners and Judges Association (CCJA) to assist their 
constituents. Suggestions include adopting Texas Standards of Representation for Attorneys Providing 
Legal Representation in Child Protective Services Cases and Training Standards; enacting a date 
certain by which attorneys for parents are appointed would improve the quality of legal 
representation and the more timely resolution of child protection cases; an appointment of counsel 
plan; appropriation from the legislature could help offset county expenses associated with appointing 
counsel in CPS cases or funding pilot projects aimed at developing more cost-effective representation 
models; methods by which attorneys can certify to their appointing judge that they have complied with 
all mandated training requirements, and to recertify training annually; whether each county should 
report to the Office of Court Administration annual expenditures for CPS cases broken down between 
Parent, Child, and State representation.  

Mr. David Slayton reported that the Commission on Indigent Defense conducted a survey collecting 
information from the County Auditors on how much is being spent on civil cases and found that many 
counties are not independently tracking the data, but have not been required to. Judge Byrne added 
that Travis County participated in a civil indigence report and discovered that there is a significant 
difference in the amount spent by the primary parent versus the non-primary parent and noted it 
would be important to separate the two data elements.  

Ms. Amberboy agreed and continued to report on the McLennan County Parent Representation Project 
and explained that in 2013, LRS workgroup member Judge Gary Coley began an innovative project by 
contracting agreements with local law firms to promote quality parent representation. In July 2014, 
Ms. Tara Garlinghouse evaluated the project and found all parents received an attorney from the first 
day and were well advised; attorneys were more engaged, indications of good advocacy, and that many 
feel the program is an excellent model.  The Children’s Commission will share a final report with the 
Commission at completion.   

Hearing Observation Project, Assistant Director Tiffany Roper for Jurist in Residence Judge 
Robin Sage 
Ms. Roper began by briefing that Judge Sage first reported on the Hearing Observation Project (HOP) at 
a Commission meeting earlier in the year and presented on the recommendations from the full report 
at the Child Welfare Judges Conference. She explained that under Judge Sage’s leadership, the 
Children’s Commission is exploring implementation of Phase II of the project and is in discussion with 
Casey Family Programs national office implementation science team to assess the work. The focus will 
primarily be on well-being recommendations including: Reviewing Permanency Plans and Concurrent 
Plans More Often; More Emphasis on Child Well-Being in Placement Review Hearings; Address Sibling 
Visitation when Siblings are not Placed Together; Consider Alternative Placements More Often; 
Require Children to Attend Court Whenever Possible; Engage Children and Parents During Hearings; 
Encourage Caregivers, Particularly Non-Kinship Foster Parents, to Attend  Court and Engage Them in 
Process. The Children’s Commission will report on the status of the project at the February 2015 
meeting.  
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DFPS UPDATE, Commissioner, Judge John Specia 
Judge Specia announced that DFPS is undergoing “transformation.” He continued to explain that he and 
Dr. Kyle Janek requested an evaluation of the Texas child welfare system by the Stephen Group which 
coincided with the release of the Sunset Commission report which mirrored the findings of 161 
recommendations for the agency and determined three high priorities:  
 

• Improve Child Safety and Permanency with a Focus on Well-being by allowing caseworkers to 
spend more time with children and families: DFPS is developing a “structured decision making 
tool 24-hour safety tool” for caseworkers to assess a situation on a standard and timely 
manner. 

• Reducing Worker Turnover and Worker Retention: DFPS has begun piloting mentor programs 
that will extend statewide for caseworkers, and improved supervisor training.  

• Streamline Policy and Practice: DFPS is re-writing policy to streamline time spent on cases 
 

The Sunset Commission will release a final report on the Health and Human Services Commission 
agency enterprise, including DFPS, on October 3, 2014 that will include statutory and non-statutory 
recommendations; conversely, DFPS will submit a report to the Sunset Commission on a plan going 
forward. 
 
Judge Specia established a new division of Prevention and Early Intervention that will report directly 
to him and authorized the creation of an Office of Child Safety that will analyze data and conduct 
independent research. He announced that Foster Care Redesign contractor Providence Service 
Corporation will discontinue its contract as of August 1, 2014. DFPS has successfully moved this 
population located in Regions 2 and 9 to the Legacy system and worked with Fort Worth based service 
provider All Church Home (ACH) to develop placement options in this area. Judge Specia reported that 
he has requested to expand Foster Care Redesign over the next biennium and is awaiting a cost 
analysis for a single-source continuum.   
 
Judge Specia continued to report on CASA Connections; as of September 1, 2014, DFPS has created a 
portal to the case management system, IMPACT, for CASA’s access to assigned cases. DFPS is also 
exploring how provide county attorney’s offices access as well.  
    
Judge Specia announced he has made his first legislative appropriations which include the following: 
delivery of services and the continuation for positions established last legislative session, items to 
improving safety, permanency and well-being, continuing Foster Care Redesign, expansion of services 
for adult living, additional record redaction, and the continued development of external partnerships. 
In total, the amount for exceptional items is approximately $252 million above the approved $3.2 
billion for DFPS services.  
 
Justice Guzman thanked Judge Specia for his update and asked for discussion.  
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Ms. Craig commended Judge Specia for sharing his motto, “Collaborate widely, partner deeply,” and 
explained how the Center for the Elimination of Disproportionality and Disparities shares the same 
motto for a critical approach to identify services and resources through existing partnerships that may 
already be currently available.  
  
In reference to transformation, Dr. Martinez asked for clarification for how the foster care community 
would be utilized through the change, to which Judge Specia explained that the position of DFPS Youth 
Specialists are required to be a former foster youth or service recipient and are collaborating on the 
process. 
 
Regarding Judge Specia’s announcement of the Providence Contract, Judge Hofmann expounded on the 
results since the change citing that a number of areas have greatly improved in Regions 2/9 such as 
the provision of services and commended DFPS caseworkers for the “monumental work to go above 
and beyond” during the change. Judge Specia agreed citing that both entities worked very hard to 
ensure a smooth transition.    
 
OFFICE OF COURT ADMINISTRATION (OCA) UPDATE, Mr. David Slayton, Administrative 
Director  
Mr. Slayton announced that juvenile justice stakeholders are discussing the potential of raising the 
criminal age from 17 to 18 years old citing significant pressure on counties due to federal change in 
laws and overcrowding of jails. This is a result of the initiative of 50 juvenile justice stakeholders to 
review young person’s ages 10-12 currently charged in juvenile court system for non-violent offenses 
to receive prevention intervention services rather than criminal time. Judge Specia noted that a 
substantial amount of DFPS’s funding is allocated for this type of prevention and asked to be included 
in the conversation. Judge Boyd noted the crossover she has found according to a study she conducted 
in Tarrant County reviewing CPS histories and is working with prevention services.  
 
Mr. Slayton continued to report that the Child Protection Case Management System is developing role-
based securities to allow for specific users access which will allow for automated emails to interested 
individuals for hearings. Regarding the video conferencing project, Mr. Slayton reported that OCA has 
set up 19 courts and 57 Residential Treatment Centers for children to attend court hearings via video 
conferencing, and to date, has had 280 hearings. OCA intends to expand to 25 courts by the end of 
2014. Additionally, OCA has submitted their appropriations request which includes the request to 
increase merit pay of associate judges who have not received an increase since 2007 and has proved 
very difficult to recruit and retained judges for the practice. OCA has requested four additional CPC 
courts for areas with a justified caseload, where there is no current CPC, and to alleviate an existing 
heavily docketed court. Mr. Slayton referenced the Harris County CPC and that it will continue to be 
included it in the appropriation.  
 
Mr. Slayton announced that he has received a proposal from the National Center for State Courts to 
conduct a weighted case load study in Texas. He added that once the terms of the project have been 
assessed, an advisory board, perhaps which may include some Commission members, would be 
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consulted for the work. Mr. Slayton offered to provide an update at the next Children’s Commission 
meeting.  
 
Judge Sakai requested that the project be juxtaposed to the Hearing Observation Project findings. Mr. 
Slayton explained that he has asked for three dividing components: to review OCA funded CPC courts, 
to look at jurisdictions where judges only hear CPC cases and/or those hearing cases as part of their 
general caseload to compare and contrast the findings; and for a post assessment del phi panel.   
 
COLLABORATIVE COUNCIL REPORT 
Justice Guzman expressed appreciation to the members of the Collaborative Council for their efforts 
and opened the floor for comment.  
 
Sandra Hachem, Sr. Assistant County Attorney, Harris County Attorney’s Office, Houston  
Ms. Hachem announced that the Harris County website is an excellent resource for additional 
information on Special Immigrant Juvenile Status.   
 
DeShaun Ealoms, Parent Program Specialist, Department of Family and Protective Services, 
Austin 
Ms. Ealoms provided an update on behalf of Children’s Commission Commissioner Sharayah Stiggers 
recently gave birth to a son and will be in attendance at the next Commission meeting. Ms. Ealoms 
continued to report that DFPS’s Parent Liaisons who serve on the statewide Parent Collaboration 
Group trained to become “family partners” in July. Parent Liaisons will be presenting at the Annual 
Texas Foster Family Conference in September, and at the Strengthening Youth and Family Conference 
in San Marcos. Region 8, San Antonio, has partnered with Casey Family Programs to host their Parent 
Support groups who has provided food and child care at the meetings.  
 
Kelly Kravitz, Foster Care Liaison Coordinator, Texas Education Agency  
Ms. Kravitz thanked the Children’s Commission for their support in her role and reported that TEA 
recently issued a “To The Administrator” letter on September 10, 2014 (often referred to as “TAA”), a 
guidance communication for school administrators announcing several new updates regarding 
students in foster care, Fostering Connections, FURPA, PIEMS and the reporting of students in foster 
care. The letter advised Administrators of the importance of the Education Decision Maker form, 
E2085 as it initiates relative practices between schools and CPS. She continued to report on the statute 
implementing the requirement of a Foster Care Liaison in every school and identify the liaison to TEA. 
A College and Career Resource Center, an online website created as a result of House Bill 5 to lay the 
foundation for graduation transition, and has included a section for students in foster care, features 
training and planning for college readiness launching October 3, 2014. A TAA letter was issued in July 
regarding child abuse prevention and maltreatment training, a requirement for all school personnel to 
be trained by the end of the school year. As a result of HB1272, the Attorney General’s Office has 
created a 47 member, multi-disciplinary task force, the Texas Human Trafficking Task Force, along 
with the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children to provide training for school 
professionals and will be shared on TEA’s website. Ms. Kravitz commended the training as research-
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based and comprehensive. Ms. Kravitz concluded that, in addition to Foster Care Liaisons, Education 
Service Center Specialist has independently developed internal supporting staff, deemed Foster Care 
Champions and continues to support schools through training.  

Justice Guzman thanked Ms. Kravitz for her report and noted that perhaps a Jurist in Residence letter 
could be shared containing the noted resources.  

Ms. Barbara Elias-Perciful, President, Texas Lawyers for Children (TLC), Dallas 
Ms. Elias-Perciful updated on the TLC Advocate Project as a result of the Texas Blueprint, and reported 
that the organization has implemented an Education Advocate Project recruiting pro bono attorney to 
be appointed as co-counsel to focus solely on the education needs of the child, who have access to 
education advocacy resources. TLC has developed online training for their library of videos and plans 
to develop a toolkit to guide counties on how to construct a similar pro bono project available on their 
website.  

NEW BUSINESS 
Justice Guzman asked for new business, to which there was none. She announced that the next dates 
for the Children’s Commission meeting will be on February 27, 2015, May 22, 2015, September 18, 
2015 at the State Bar of Texas, Hatton Sumners Room.  

ADJOURNMENT 
Justice Guzman adjourned the meeting at 2:36 p.m. 
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COMMISSION MEMBERSHIP CHANGES, TAB 2 

COLLABORATIVE COUNCIL MEMBERSHIP CHANGES, TAB 2 

COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIP CHANGES, TAB 2 

STAFF CHANGES, TAB 2 

ONGOING AND NEW FY2015 PROJECTS 

1.  Parent Representation Initiatives 

a. Parent Resource Guide 

The workgroup exists to help improve the quality of legal representation for parents in CPS cases. 

In the last quarter of 2013, Children’s Commission (Children’s Commission or CC) staff organized a 

workgroup, which began meeting to discuss a Parent Resource Guide and other resources that 

might be useful to parents navigating the CPS system.  The Children’s Commission is also partnering 

with McLennan County parent representation project that involves the county contracting with 

private law firms for all legal representation of parents (see item 6).  

The Parent Resource Guide project involves producing a printed guide that does not provide legal 

advice, but is designed to help parents be educated about the CPS process, their role and 

responsibilities, and the responsibilities and duties owed to them by others. It is designed to orient 

parents to the gravity of their situation, validate emotions they may be feeling, and provide tools 

that may be helpful in organizing and keep track of progress.  The guide was completed in 

December 2014, and is with House Printing for design services.  Once the final version is produced 

in English, it will be translated to Spanish.  The workgroup will continue to confer and meet in 

FY2015 to discuss the feasibility of placing the printed guide online, and establishing an online 

resource center through the Texas Legal Services Corporation, and possibly a video.   
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2. Child Protection Bench Book (BB) 

The Children’s Commission staff is working to update the Child Protection Law Bench Book, with an 

expected release date of August 2015 at the annual Child Welfare Judges Conference.  The updated 

version will include legislative changes from the 84th Texas Legislature and updates to existing 

topical chapters.  Since October 2014, the Bench Book has been available online on the Children’s 

Commission website.  Additionally, hard copies of the Bench Book were distributed to judges at the 

2014 Child Welfare Judges Conference.  Additionally, since October 2014, the Bench Book has been 

connected to Law Box, an application that allows users to click on links which direct them to the 

applicable statute.    In July 2014, Children’s Commission staff launched a Bench Book checklist pilot 

that concluded on January 1, 2015.   Approximately 25 judges participated in the pilot and 

responded to three surveys about the substance and formatting of the checklists.  The goal of the 

project was to establish whether judges prefer shorter versus multi-page or statutory versus topical 

checklists or whether the checklists should be targeted to less experienced versus more 

experienced judges.  The judges’ feedback will be incorporated into the next version of the 

checklists, which will also be disseminated to judges at the annual Child Welfare Judges Conference 

in August.     Link here: 

http://benchbook.texaschildrenscommission.gov/. 

3. Round Table (RT) Series 

There are no Round Tables identified or scheduled at this time.  

4. Legal Representation Workgroup (LRS) 

Legal Representation Workgroup (LRS) formed two subcommittees in 2015 to work on two broad 

issues:  the feasibility of creating a statutory definition of indigence; factors to consider in 

determining indigence; standardizing indigence affidavits and unsworn declarations, and the 

feasibility of creating a limited duration attorney appointment for parent at time CPS suit is filed.  

Also, whether the Commission should develop and promote the adoption of standards of 

representation; the scope of the standards [based on statute, voluntary for the judge/jurisdiction]; 

inclusion of local practice tips and guidance, and whether attorneys should be encouraged or 

required to sign annual certification acknowledging compliance with standards and education 

requirements under the Texas Family Code.  

http://benchbook.texaschildrenscommission.gov/
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The Commission also submitted a follow-up letter / white paper to Senator Ellis regarding efforts to 

establish a state appropriation for child ad litem fees to provide some financial relief for counties, 

and that could also be used to promote standards of representation.  The letter laid out the benefits 

to children, counties, and the State of Texas stating that providing financial relief to counties will 

enable courts to support attorneys in fulfilling their duty to comply with the Texas Family Code 

provisions related to meeting with clients, attending agency meetings, and advocating for services 

for their client.  When advocacy is not tamped or discouraged due to low or no payment, the child 

benefits by having a more involved and trusted advocate to help them exit the foster care system 

sooner rather than later.  And, while working toward the day the child exits foster care, the attorney 

is in a better position to help ensure the child is safe while in care, connected to the child’s family 

and community, and receives the necessary supports and services from the foster care, legal, 

education, and health care systems.  The state would benefit by the adoption of standards of 

representation, which would include training and certification requirements and a process 

whereby the attorney can certify compliance annually. Also, the publication of an appointment of 

counsel plan that describes the process for appointment and compensation rates as well as data 

collection that is reported to the Office of Court Administration regarding annual expenditures for 

child protection cases broken down between parent, child, and state representation would help 

inform or verify the amount of funding spent on cases initiated by DFPS. 

The LRS committee met on January 30th to review possible legislative amendments to Chapter 107, 

other legislation filed as of the date of the meeting, and to review draft standards of representation 

developed by Commission staff.  The LRS voted to pursue draft standards in the format proposed at 

the meeting, using the Texas Family Code and the ABA Standards of Representation both for 

parents and children as a guide.    The LRS also reviewed legislative amendments proposed by the 

Department in response to the Sunset Advisory Commission Report issued in the summer of 2014.  

In pertinent part, the Department anticipates extensive changes to Chapter 263 to be filed as part of 

the Sunset bill filed by the 84th Legislature, including: 263.301 – Notice of Permanency Hearing – 

REPEALED, and re-codified at 263.0021.  Section 263.302 – Child’s Attendance at Hearing – Current 

language repealed in part and replaced.  Section 263.303 – Permanency Progress Report – repeal 

(b)(2)(A)-(G) and move substance of statutes to Sections 263.306 and 263.503.  Section 263.401, 

amended to clarify that if, after commencement of the initial trial on the merits, the court grants a 

motion for new trial or a mistrial or the case is remanded by an appellate court, the trial court shall 

retain the suit on the docket and render an order which schedules a new dismissal date, which must 

be a date not later than the 180th day after the date the motion for new trial or mistrial is granted 
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or the appellate court remanded the case.  Sections 263.501 and 263.502 – Permanency Hearings 

and Permanency Progress Report After Final Order, title of Sections changed to eliminate the word 

“Placement.”   

Also, in November, the Children’s Commission submitted three issues to the Texas Judicial Council 

related to the following: Family Code Sections 107.013 and 263.201 would be amended to establish 

guidelines for determining indigence and clarify that parents are entitled to a court appointed 

attorney when they are indigent and appear in opposition to the state’s suit.  New Section 107.0141 

would add the option for courts to appoint attorneys for a limited period to assist with locating the 

parents, establishing indigence, and preparing for the adversary hearing.   Also, Texas Family Code 

Chapters 155 and 263 would be amended to place tighter controls on the process used when child 

protection cases transfer from one county to another to help ensure state mandated deadlines and 

party appointments are not missed.  And, Texas Family Code Sections would be added to provide 

for the creation and oversight of county or regional offices of child or parent representation in CPS 

cases.  The Judicial Council issued resolutions on all three, and each resolution and draft bill 

language was forwarded to Representative Senfronia Thompson. 

5. Texas Board of Legal Specialization 

Children’s Commission staff, in partnership with the State Bar of Texas Child Abuse and Neglect 

Committee, is working on an application for legal specialization in child welfare law through the 

Texas Board of Legal Specialization (TBLS).  The application is currently being finalized, as is a list 

of recommendations for attorneys and judges to serve on an advisory commission.  The required 

100 plus signatures of attorneys who support establishing a specialization have been collected.  

TBLS will review the application and submit it for approval by  the Supreme Court of Texas.  The 

specialization will be defined as follows: Child Welfare Law is the practice of law dealing with 

judicial and administrative proceedings involving children who are in the conservatorship or legal 

custody of the State of Texas, primarily pursuant to Texas Family Code, Subtitle E (Protection of the 

Child).  It includes, but is not limited to, proceedings involving a governmental entity, namely the 

Texas Department of Family and Protective Services (DFPS), and the conservatorship of a child 

and/or the termination of parental rights, placing children in temporary or permanent foster care, 

and adoption proceedings involving DFPS in which a court or agency is required to make decisions 

affecting the parent-child relationship.     

6. McLennan County Parent Representation Project 
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McLennan County, where the city of Waco is located, began an innovative project in the fall of 2013 

to provide legal representation to parents involved in child protective services (CPS) cases through 

contract agreements with local law firms that paid a flat rate per month with a caseload cap of 50 

cases per firm.  There were five firms at the beginning of the project.  When the project renewed in 

October 2014, the number of firms increased to six as did the monthly rate.  Through contracts with 

private law firms, the McLennan County model attempts to promote and ensure quality 

representation while controlling costs. The project has been under way since November 2013, and 

in July, 2014, the Children’s Commission began an evaluation project to 1) identify strengths and 

weaknesses of the model; 2) make recommendations for improvements to the McLennan County 

model; and 3) assess the feasibility of replication in other cities and counties. The evaluation 

included interview and file reviews using Local Process and Standards of Representation, as well as 

Indicators of Success for Family Representation, developed in partnership with the American Bar 

Association, to evaluate the nature and quality of representation provided by firm attorneys in 

McLennan County.  

In summary, the McLennan County Parent Representation Project has unequivocally improved the 

quality of representation for parents involved in CPS cases in McLennan County. While this model 

may be hard to replicate in larger counties, this model could be implemented by an individual 

judge.  The project indicates that some type of pooling structure can reduce and even eliminate 

continuances and delays making time-certain docketing more feasible.   While there are pros and 

cons to both an hourly and a flat rate system, and it may take time to figure out the rate and case 

cap combination, the benefits of the flat contract rate seem to outweigh the negatives. It reduces 

many of the perverse incentives of hourly practice, including ill-advised jury demands.  This type of 

contracting agreement also promotes a self-selecting process where attorneys who are not 

necessarily driven by financial gain are willing to take on the contracts.  Since these types of 

individuals are not motivated by financial gain, they put in the hours required to appropriately 

advocate for their clients. It does not seem to be true, as was the initial concern, that attorneys are 

only doing the bare minimum since they do not get paid more for extra hours. Larger firms also 

seem to be able to endure the financial situation more easily than smaller ones because the firm has 

more resources available, more private practice to sustain this type of public work, and lower 

overhead costs. Both of these findings have implications for other jurisdictions: contract rates, as 

opposed to hourly rates, can actually promote higher quality lawyering in the right context because 

of the self-selection process of the individuals who are willing to take lower pay to represent 

individuals in CPS cases, and this type of agreement works particularly well with larger groups of 
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attorneys who can pool other costs and possibly bring in financial support from other places. 

Hopefully the McLennan County Project will continue indefinitely, and other cities and counties 

around Texas can leverage lessons learned from the project to enhance representation for parents 

in CPS cases.  

7. Jurist in Residence 

The Jurist in Residence (JIR) position was created to foster judicial leadership and promote greater 

expertise among child protection judges.  The JIR acts as a consultant, trainer, and speaker to 

provide expert and seasoned judicial advice on matters affecting courts and legal system handling 

of child welfare cases and issues.  Additionally, informational letter and “blasts” concerning items of 

interests, such as training events, are routinely issued.  Since the beginning of FY 2015, , the 

Commission published JIR newsletters or news blasts on the following topics: 1) Save the Date: 

2015 Judicial and Attorney Conferences; 2) Child Abuse and Neglect Workshop Video Now 

Available and List of Webcasts for Attorney Training; 3) DFPS Transformation Report and 

Suggested Statutory Changes; 4) Domestic Child Sex Trafficking Judicial Institute; and 5) Parent 

Collaboration Group Looking to Recruit Parent Members.  .  JIRs or blasts that will be issued within 

the near future include: 1) Attorney Scholarship Opportunities; 2) National Foster Care Month; and 

3) DFPS Transformation Update regarding Legislative Changes.    

8.  Hearing Observation Project (HOP) 

The Children’s Commission is moving forward to develop a well-being project that will incorporate 

some of the well-being recommendations identified in the Hearing Quality Observation Report 

(HOP) and other well-being issues identified by stakeholders.  An implementation planning team of 

judges and Children’s Commission staff met in November 2014 to discuss how to implement the 

well-being recommendations of the HOP report, which included: 

− Reviewing Permanency Plans and Concurrent Plans More Often  
− More Emphasis on Child Well-Being in Placement Review Hearings   
− Address Sibling Visitation when Siblings are not Placed Together   
− Consider Alternative Placements More Often   
− Require Children to Attend Court Whenever Possible   
− Engage Children and Parents During Hearings   
− Encourage Caregivers, Particularly Non-Kinship Foster Parents, to Attend  Court and Engage 

Them in Process 
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Since that time, the decision was made to broaden the scope to encompass other important well-

being issues, so the Well-Being Project will be larger in scope that what was envisioned in the HOP.   

An implementation action plan for this project has been developed that includes the following 

activities to be undertaken in FY 2015: 

− Obtain input regarding well-being issues from youth formerly in care 
− Update Child Protection Law Bench Book and checklists to include well-being content and 

distribute to judge at annual Child Welfare Judges Conference 
− Develop one JIR paper on well-being issues and disseminate to judges 
− Develop and provide judicial training regarding well-being issues at annual Child Welfare 

Judges Conference 
− Develop and implement a plan to provide judicial certification regarding well-being issues  

 

9. Judicial Disproportionality Workgroup (JDW) 

The Judicial Disproportionality Workgroup (JDW) held an in-person meeting on February 26, 2015 

to reflect on the progress made since its inception four years ago, and to plan for the continued 

work of the group.  The JDW has recently begun evaluating county-level data provided by the 

Center for the Elimination of Disproportionalities and Disparities (CEDD) which will guide its 

upcoming projects.  The workgroup is interested in continuing its work with the CEDD through 

representation on the Texas Health and Human Services State Advisory Coalition for Addressing 

Disproportionality and Disparities. This Advisory Coalition is focused on working with communities 

to eliminate root causes of disproportionality within systems and ensure equitable access to 

needed services throughout Texas.  

The JDW is committed to ongoing projects for judicial and attorney training such as sponsoring 

judges who would like to bring an Undoing Racism workshop to their communities.  A local 

organization, Undoing Racism Austin, spoke to the JDW about their structure and sustainability 

model to see how this might be replicated. The workgroup is also currently revising sections of the 

Child Protection Judges Bench Book to expand the tools available for combatting disproportionality.  

The JDW will also be moving into a new phase of supporting judges and lawyers that is more action-

based.  For example, the JDW is considering offering technical assistance to judges and lawyers who 

are utilizing innovative practices to create more equitable environments for the families they serve. 

10.  Tribal/State Collaboration  
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The Children’s Commission continues to build collaborative partnerships with tribes and has been 

nationally recognized for its April 2014 Tribal/State Collaborative Round Table.  On September 

2014, the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo hosted a Tribal/State Symposium in El Paso with the theme 

“Honoring our traditions by embracing our children.”   DFPS held its state/tribal meeting in 

conjunction with the event and all of Texas’ federally-recognized tribes were in attendance.  Kristi 

Taylor presented the Round Table report and recommendations and gathered input for an ICWA 

Strategic Plan for Texas. 

For 2015, the Children’s Commission will continue to collaborate with tribal nations and system 

stakeholders to promote ongoing knowledge and understanding of the ICWA and its importance. 

Specifically, the Children’s Commission will continue its efforts to educate judges and attorneys on 

ICWA by projects such as sponsoring another judicial symposium focused on tribal issues and 

updating the ICWA Section of the CPS Judicial Bench Book.   Nationally, the Commission has been 

asked to collaborate and comment on a Model ICWA Judicial Curriculum, and has established a very 

good working relationship with tribal judges and experts in Texas to help advise on how Texas can 

avoid the dire consequences that can result from failing to apply ICWA.  The Model ICWA Judicial 

Curriculum (still in draft but written by national experts) has a chapter on the Leadership Role of 

the Judge and ICWA where it states that the inquiry should be made at the initial hearing and at 

every subsequent hearing.   Asking early and often will lead to more on-the-bench leadership by 

ensuring everyone is aware the court needs this information. At every subsequent hearing the court 

should ask the questions and create the expectation that this information is important and needed, 

and that the court intends to hold state/county agencies accountable for seeking this information, 

providing the proper notice and making the required efforts.  In furtherance of this important 

practice, Representative Helen Giddings filed HB825 to amend the Adversary, Status, and 

Permanency Hearing statutes to require judges to ask all parties present at each hearing whether 

the child or the child’s family has any Native American heritage and identify any Native American 

tribe with which the child may be associated. 

11. Trauma Informed Care Project 

Children’s Commission will continue to support DFPS’s shift to a trauma-informed care system on 

the many levels of the organization, with its partners and its staff, therapists, foster/kinship 

parents, residential contractors, judges, attorneys, CASA volunteers, youth and foster alumni, and 

STAR Health (the managed care HMO that provides physical and behavioral health to all foster 
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youth in the state’s conservatorship).  Specifically, the Children’s Commission will devote efforts to 

(1) develop and promote judicial and attorney training about trauma- informed care, informed by 

the work of Dr. Karyn Purvis’s Trust-Based Relational Intervention and Dr. Bruce Perry’s Trauma 

Academy and other leading trauma experts; (2) include information about trauma informed care in 

the CPS Judicial Bench Book; (3) liaise with and participate as a collaborate partner in the various 

trauma-informed workgroups such as the DFPS Trauma-Informed Care Workgroup, the CASA 

Mental Health Task Force, the Texas Disability Rights’ Workgroup,  and those that may be created; 

and  (4) monitor the trauma-informed care trainings, workgroups, meetings, and strategies hosted, 

sponsored or initiated by various groups and provide reports to the Children's Commission and 

other stakeholders as appropriate. 

12. Mediation Project 

In April 2013, the NCJFCJ endorsed the national Child Protection Mediation Guidelines, which were 

developed by a national group of experts.  The next step for this national group is putting together 

training standards for child protection mediation.  Over the course of FY 2014, commission staff 

worked with Cynthia Bryant of the University of Texas School of Law Mediation Clinic and others as 

they examined data related to CPS cases mediated in Travis County.  In September 2015, UT applied 

for a grant to help determine the best practices and cost-effectiveness of mediation for Travis 

County, Texas. Additionally the project will develop a cost formula that can be applied to other 

counties in the state and that will provide a research framework and questions that can be used by 

other counties.  The project aims to answer four broad research questions: 

1. What types of child protection cases are best suited for resolution through mediation? 

2. When in the life-cycle of a case is the optimal time for mediation to occur? 

3. How are outcomes affected by mediation, including the legal resolution of the case, child 

wellbeing, and time to permanency? 

4. Is mediation a cost-effective strategy for resolving child protection cases? 

Another goal of the project is to determine the costs of mediation, which will be measured by the 

full costs associated with cases that are resolved prior to mediation, at mediation, and at trial and 

include all real costs paid by the courts and departments to prepare and service the case, in 

addition to the cost of mediation, foster care placement, and any other relevant costs.  
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The desired result is an evidence-based analysis best practices in mediation and whether mediation 

in child protection cases is a more cost effective strategy than going to trial without mediation, and 

whether mediation can be associated with a shorter time to permanency and case resolution. 

To date, UT has been provided the invoice or cost data, which has been sorted to determine to some 

extent the difference between cases resolved through mediation and those that had to proceed to 

trial. UT does not yet have full access to the CPS data needed to understand the types of cases for 

which mediation is more successful, but is working on gathering that data. 

13.  Child & Family Services Review (CFSR) 

The federal CFSR is scheduled for June 2016.  Part of the process includes a statewide assessment 

conducted by staff of the child welfare agency, representatives selected by DFPS who are also 

involved in the development of the Child and Family Services Plan (CFSP) and other child welfare 

stakeholders.  Information gathered as part of the statewide assessment is used by the federal 

government to determine whether the state is in substantial conformity with the seven outcomes 

and seven systemic factors used to measure conformity with title IV-B and IV-E of the Social 

Security Act.  The seven child and family outcomes are: 

− Children are first and foremost, protected from abuse and neglect; 
− Children are safely maintained in their own homes whenever possible and appropriate 
− Children have permanency and stability in their living situations 
− The continuity of family relationships is preserved for children 
− Families have enhanced capacity to provide for their children’s needs 
− Children receive appropriate services to meet their educational needs 
− Children receive adequate services to meet their physical and mental health needs 

 
The seven systemic factors include: 
 

− The statewide information system (SACWIS or IMPACT, for Texas) 
− Case Review System: written case plan, periodic court reviews, quality of permanency 

hearings, termination of parental rights; notice of hearings to caregivers,  
− Quality Assurance System 
− Staff and Provider Training: initial staff training, ongoing staff training, foster and adoptive 

parent training  
− Service Array and Resource Development: array of services, individualized services  
− Agency Responsiveness to the Community: state engagement and consultation with 

stakeholders pursuant to the state CFSP and APSR, coordination of CFSP Services with other 
federal programs  
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− Foster and Adoptive Parent Licensing, Recruitment and Retention: standards applied 
equally, requirements for criminal background checks , diligent recruitment of foster and 
adoptive homes,  state use of cross-jurisdictional resources for permanent placements 

The Children’s Commission facilitated three stakeholder meetings on November 14, 2014, 

December 19, 2014, and January 23, 2015.  Each meeting was attended by approximately 50 

stakeholders representing the judiciary, child placing agencies, child advocacy groups, DFPS 

management, licensing, contracts, and administration, as well as personnel from the Administration 

of Children and Families.  CFSR Stakeholder Group 1 - Case Review System; CFSR Stakeholder 

Group 2 - the Service Array and Agency Response to Community; and CFSR Stakeholder Group 3 – 

the Foster/Adoption Licensing, Recruitment and Retention, to include Foster and Adoptive Family 

Training.  Link here to view the webpage devoted to the CFSR Stakeholder process and meeting 

materials provided to each participant in advance of the meetings:  

http://texaschildrenscommission.gov/2209.aspx.   CQI efforts may include post-meeting surveys of 

participants to evaluation process and extent of stakeholder satisfaction.   

14.  Protect Our Kids Commission Support 

The Protect Our Kids Commission (POK Commission) is a twelve-person commission chaired by 

Judge Robin Sage.  Established by Senate Bill 66 during the 83rd Legislative Session, the POK 

Commission is charged with identifying promising practices and strategies to address and reduce 

fatalities from child abuse and neglect, and recommending a comprehensive statewide strategy for 

reducing those fatalities.   The POK Commission is working with members from the House Select 

Committee on Child Deaths, the State Child Death Review Team, the DFPS Office of Child Safety and 

various stakeholder organizations.  The Children’s Commission is providing meeting support to 

Judge Sage (Children’s Commission JIR) as she leads this new commission.  The POK Commission 

has met twice, most recently on January 16th where they formed the following workgroups: Data, 

Child Fatality Review Team Support, Prevention and Sustainability.   The POK Commission will 

submit a report to the Legislature by December 31, 2015.   

15. Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force, formerly Education Committee 

The Texas Blueprint Implementation Task Force and the Data and Information Sharing workgroup 

continued to meet since the last Commission meeting and work on steps identified in their action 

plans. The focus of recent Task Force and workgroup meetings was evaluating Phase I of Texas 

Blueprint implementation which ended in December 2014 as per the order of the Supreme Court. 

http://texaschildrenscommission.gov/2209.aspx.C
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The Task Force and three workgroups (Data, School Stability, and Training) assessed progress thus 

far and made recommendations for the next phase of implementation.  

Some things of note which have occurred since the last Commission meeting: 

• Members of the Data Workgroup began to analyze the 2012-2013 school year data match 

including formulating a baseline for the data and evaluating the cross tab data which 

provide more detailed information on the educational outcomes of children in foster care.  

• The Task Force finalized recommendations for the next phase of implementation and 

drafted a final report to document the accomplishments and lessons learned during Phase I. 

Collaborative work between the courts, education, and child welfare stakeholders continues 

to expand on the state and local levels. 

Between now and the next Children’s Commission meeting, Commission staff will continue to 

support the implementation of the Texas Blueprint. The Task Force and workgroups recommend 

the creation of a standing Committee on Foster Care and Education to continue the momentum of 

the Education Committee and the first two years of implementation. If approved by the 

Commission, the Committee on Foster Care and Education would be authorized to develop a shared 

mission and objectives, create workgroups as needed, continue the Data Workgroup, approach the 

issues of school stability and training with a narrower focus, explore the impact of Foster Care 

Redesign on educational stability, and build on the progress in grades K-12 to address 

postsecondary education.  

Training Projects  

The Training Committee met by conference call on February 3, 2015.   

1. Attorney Education 

 

Attorney Ad Litem Appointment Eligibility and Online Training Webinars on CPS issues 

The SBOT has added the video of the 2014 Child Abuse and Neglect One-Day Workshop to the CPS 

section of the Texas Bar CLE online library at Staff’s request. Staff will be creating a new webinar 

after the 83rd Legislative Session called “Life of a CPS Case/CPS 101” to provide basic training to all 
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attorneys on the CPS docket.  Attorney Eligibility Training, updates to the basic child and parent 

CLEs will be covered in the “CPS 101 CLE” webinar. 

Additionally, staff is working with the Texas Bar CLE to schedule a day to tape webinars in 2015. It 

will be held after the conclusion of the Legislative Session. Staff is also pursuing additional means of 

filming webinars in order to continue to increase the CLE offerings in the CPS section of the Texas 

Bar CLE library.  

Attorney Scholarships 

During the summer of 2014, the Children’s Commission provided attorney scholarships through the 

Training Grant to two conferences.  The post-event survey results highlights from those 

conferences are as follows: 

• The State Bar of Texas’ Child Abuse and Neglect One-Day Workshop, presented on August 

6th with two subsequent video replays: 

o 75 scholarship recipients out of 81 responded, nearly equally divided between 

state’s attorneys and court-appointed attorneys: 

o 75% of those responding would not have attended without a scholarship; 89% of 

the respondents reported a better understanding of a child welfare law, policy, or 

practice as a result of the training; and 67% of respondents reported being familiar 

with ICWA (a much greater percentage than last year’s survey results [50%]). 

o When asked what current practice which they intended to change and what new 

practice they intended to implement based on the CAN CLE, survey respondents 

generally mentioned greater communication with their client and with the 

Caseworker and using new tools from the Workshop, such as ICWA-related 

questions; evaluating issues related to third-party intervenors; and advising older 

youth about aging out.   

o When asked what law, policy or practice they had a better understanding of, the vast 

majority responded that they appreciated learning about third party intervenors; 

ICWA; youth aging out; trauma-informed advocacy; and new case law.   

o Most requested new topics: trial preparation and trial skills; appeals; child injuries; 

practical applications of the AAL duties; paternity issues; and tips on representing 

parent clients,  

• NACC Annual Conference, August 18-20th:  
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o 6 CWLS received scholarships and provided pre- and post-survey results (only 5 

post-event surveys were received) 

o 3 out of 5 recipients responded that they would not have been able to attend the 

conference without the scholarship; 

o High level practitioners (practicing 12 years or more), so post-surveys did not show 

a significant increase in general knowledge from the conference (already familiar 

with ICWA, for example); but all reported better understanding of child welfare law, 

policy or practice;  

o Current or new practice which they intend to change based on new knowledge from 

conference: bringing child to court; improved cross-examination of experts; 

handling Special Immigrant Juvenile Status cases in relation to the CPS docket; 

representation of children aging out; 

o Most helpful topics and speakers reported in post-event surveys were: DSM V 

Training; cross-exam of experts; juvenile justice; interview techniques for children; 

Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders; and understanding secondary trauma on legal 

profession;    

o Requested new topics: advanced discovery; recent shaken-baby research; addiction 

behavior in parents and adolescents; best practices for concurrent child 

welfare/juvenile justice/immigration systems cases; how cultural differences effect 

the level of care given to minority children in care; long-term effects of in utero drug 

exposure.      

On the horizon: This year’s attorney scholarship process is being set up now and will open in mid-

March, 2015.  Notice will be sent to judges along with application information regarding 

scholarship availability to the following conferences: 

1. The American Bar Association’s semi-annual conferences in July 2015 in 

Washington, DC.  The Parent Attorney Conference will be on July 22-23; The 

Child Attorney Conference will be July 24-25. The Training Committee has 

approved $25,000 in attorney scholarships for the ABA Conferences. 

2. The State Bar of Texas’ Child Abuse and Neglect Committee’s 1-Day Workshop 

will be in San Antonio on August 5, 2015. The Training Committee has approved 

$10,000 in attorney scholarships for the CAN CLE. 
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3. The National Association of Counsel for Children’s Annual Conference will be in 

Monterey, CA on August 24-26. The Training Committee has approved $10,000 

in attorney scholarships for the NACC Conference. 

 

NACC Fee Waivers for Child Welfare Specialist Exam  

The Children’s Commission works with the National Association of Counsel for Children (NACC) 

through a Training Committee Grant which provides for reimbursement of the Certification Exam 

Fee for Texas attorneys and judges who successfully qualify for and pass the Child Welfare 

Specialist Exam.  The cost of the fee to take the Child Welfare Certification Exam is $350 per 

attorney.  This year, the Training Committee approved that this grant be funded up to $5,000.  

Commission Staff is currently working with the NACC on its grant for the certification 

reimbursement. 

Currently, there are 36 Texas CWLS.  Those who took the specialization exam in December, 2014 

will be notified in mid-February, 2015. Commission staff will update the Commission on the 

number of newly-minted Texas CWLS, if any, if the results are available at the time of the 

meeting.  At this time, there are 35 current Texas applicants who are in the process of preparing for 

the Certification exam. 

Trial Skills Training 

October 2014’s Trial Skills Training went very well.  Commission Staff is working on refinements to 

the program, including: 

o Tweaks to the Agenda and to some of the content to make the program flow more 

smoothly (Foundations, Objections, Document Drill); 

o Improved screening of applicants in order to select participants who are at the same 

level of experience; 

o Drafting pointers for each Strategy Session to guide faculty and to help participants 

get the most out of their hands-on Practice Sessions. 

The next Trial Skills Training will be held April 15-17, 2015 in Austin. Application information for 

TST will be sent to judges very soon. 

After evaluating how to thank our current faculty for all of their numerous volunteer hours of 

service and how to continue to attract new faculty, the Commission would like to propose that CLE 
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reimbursement funds be set aside for the faculty. The proposed TST Faculty Scholarship Fund 

would allow teaching faculty to earn a $350 credit for each TST, to be used within two years. 

Faculty who taught in 2014 would be given a one-time credit of $350 per teaching TST, also to be 

used within 2 years’ time.  

This proposed Scholarship Fund is in response to the faculty’s expressed desire to further their 

skills by attending CLEs related to teaching skills and/or child abuse law. We hope to support and 

encourage their additional training in this way, which will serve to enhance the Trial Skills Training.    

According to the Commission’s 2014 Federal Match Forms, the minimum hours spent by faculty to 

travel to and teach on-site for a Trial Skills Training was13 with a maximum of 38 hours; the total 

for all faculty members in 2014 was 561 volunteer hours (not including faculty preparation time on 

power points or lectures prior to arrival).    

The Training Committee approved setting aside an additional $4200.00 per each of the two 2015 

Trial Skills Trainings for a Faculty Scholarship Fund, since a Trial Skills Training requires 12 faculty 

members each time. Any unused funds will be used for other training projects.  The Training 

Committee also approved setting aside a one-time allowance of $700 apiece in credit to all original 

faculty members.  This retroactive credit of $8,400 would thank our longest standing faculty and 

recognize them for the hours of service which they have given to the TST.  The clock would start on 

this in October 2014 so that we can easily keep track of it by tucking it into our proposed budget 

structure.  Finally, the Training Committee also approved a one-time retroactive allowance of $350 

apiece for our newest faculty: Clint Harbour, Quita Russell, and Michele Surratt.  This would total 

$1,050 and would also date back to October 2014.   

DFPS Attorney Training 

The DFPS used the $2500 funds from the Commission to host a training for their regional attorneys 

in November 2014.  The funds were used to pay speaker fees and the training was well received.  

 

 

 

Texas CASA Training  

CASA’s FY2015 training projects are intended to increase the understanding of the impact of 

trauma and understanding and awareness of proven strategies and interventions provided in the 

TBRI (Trust Based Relational Intervention) model of treatment to help CASA volunteers, CPS 



18 

 

caseworkers, attorneys, judges, placement providers, therapeutic providers, kinship and families 

implement strategies that positively impact well-being and permanency outcomes.  Texas CASA 

also will seek to learn how TBRI fits into the broader goal of creating a statewide trauma-informed 

system.  Working closely with the Travis County Collaborative and the TCU Institute for Child 

Development, continuing the work of the Texas CASA Mental Health Task Force, utilizing the 

training efforts and outcomes TBRI “educators”, and engaging with other state and nationally 

recognized trauma experts Texas CASA will develop a report of recommendations and information 

regarding trauma informed practice and the intersections with TBRI that offer greatest opportunity 

to improve child outcomes.  

CASA has already begun working on activities related to the grant, which will include the following 

in FY 2015: 

1. Quarterly set coaching sessions with TBRI “educator” teams. 

2. At least one in-person meeting during FY2015 with TBRI teams. 

3. Quarterly “cluster” phone conferences with TBRI teams. 

4. One workshop at the 2015 CASA Conference for the TBRI teams. 

5. Document ongoing collaboration with Dr. Karyn Purvis and the TCU Institute of Child 

Development, including the use of current and development of new materials dvd’s and 

training aides. 

6. Written documentation of each TBRI team’s training plan, including progress on the plan.  

7. Development of evaluation tools for TBRI educator training, team coaching and use of TBRI 

information and training in local areas. 

8. In collaboration with the Children’s Commission, identify and compile a list of trauma 

informed programs/projects/services currently implemented around the state. 

9. Conduct site visits of programs and projects (as identified in #7 above) that are 

implementing trauma informed service models to learn directly how different models 

function day to day.  

10. In collaboration with the Children’s Commission, conduct collaborative meetings with state 

level stakeholders to understand and assist in building capacity for a statewide structure of 

trauma informed care. 

11. Develop tools to assist stakeholders in understanding trauma informed care and the 

potential structure of a trauma informed system.  Varying tools may include flowcharts, 

diagrams and informational one-pagers that display and explain with a TIC system is and 

how it would ideally function.   
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The project will yield an increased awareness among child welfare stakeholders, and CASA 

volunteers specifically, about trauma informed care and TBRI. CASA will gather information about 

the training effort through evaluation tools developed specifically for this project, through the TBRI 

team training plans, documented progress against the plans, and information gathered from site 

visits.   

2.  Judicial Education 

Child Welfare Judicial Conference – This year’s annual Child Welfare Judges Conference, the ninth 

annual conference of its kind held in Texas, will be held August 17-19, 2015 in Austin.  Children’s 

Commission staff began engaging in monthly planning meetings with TCJ and the Office of Court 

Administration in November 2014.   An agenda planning call with a group of judges will be held in 

March to identify topics and speakers for this year’s agenda. The expected attendance at the 

conference is approximately 75 judges.  The Child Protection Court judges will hold their annual 

meeting in conjunction with the conference on the morning of August 17th.    An update about the 

agenda will be provided at the May commission meeting.  Finally, the dates for the 2016 conference 

have been selected; it will be held November 14-16, 2016 in Austin. 

Judicial Scholarships to Attend the NCJFCJ Annual Conference– This year, the annual NCJFCJ 

Conference will be held in Austin from July 26-29, 2015 and the Children’s Commission Vice-Chair, 

Judge Darlene Byrne, will be sworn in as the President of the NCJFCJ.  As in previous years, a limited 

number of scholarships will be available to judges to attend the conference and Children’s 

Commission staff will develop criteria for the scholarships in the next few weeks.  In 2014, full 

scholarships were initially offered to judges who serve on one of the commission’s committees, 

workgroups, or other initiatives.  Eleven judges accepted the full scholarship.  An additional five 

scholarships, which covered 80% of expenses related to attending the conference, were offered to 

judges who hear CPS cases.  Additional requirements included attendance at the Texas Child 

Welfare Judges Conference, hearing a significant number of CPS cases, and membership in the 

NCJFCJ.    . 

Judicial Technical Assistance – Part of the TCJ FY 2015 grant application includes funding for 

judicial technical assistance that TCJ provides the Children’s Commission throughout the year, 

including facilitation of meetings, developing additional judicial trainings, and speaker and other 

fees related to conferences not specifically funded.    
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Child Welfare Track at Family Violence Judicial Conference -- The Family Justice Judicial 

Conference targets district and county court at law judges throughout the state.  The 80th 

Legislative Session in Texas mandated additional judicial training in child abuse and neglect (CAN) 

requiring that judges receive 12 hours of FV/CAN during their first term of office and 5 hours every 

term thereafter.  To satisfy this statutory requirement, the TCJ offers a yearly conference providing 

judicial education related to family violence, sexual assault and child abuse and neglect.  This 

conference typically reaches between 110-120 judges.  This year, the Family Justice Judicial 

Conference was held January 28-29, 2015 in San Antonio.  The Children’s Commission funded a 

child abuse and neglect track during the conference and each session of the track was attended by 

30-50 judges.     The conference presented an excellent opportunity to reach judges who might not 

have attended a Commission sponsored conference in the past.  Because of the success of the track, 

TCJ and the Children’s Commission will discuss including a similar track during next year’s Family 

Justice Judicial Conference. 

Technology Projects 

1. Notice & Engagement Web Application 

The project involves using non-confidential case data to provide notice to parties and interested 

persons about upcoming hearings, and is distributed via email.  The Children’s Commission sent an 

announcement to one CPC court and three child placing agency partners advising of the Child 

Protective Services Hearing Notification tool.  The notice advised that the service is only available 

for cases covered by CPC courts, and that each participant must set up a user account within the 

Child Protection Case Management System (CPCMS) in use by those courts.  

Once a profile or user account has been created, the user can search for cases to which they are 

assigned or interested.  The case search page requires at least part of the parent, adoptive parent or 

guardian’s last name, and the exact spelling of the child’s first and last name as well as the county 

where the suit is filed.  The search will look for open cases and display a Summary of Upcoming 

Hearing Dates.  The results will also display a Summary of All Open Cases regardless of whether a 

hearing has been scheduled or not.  The summary can be printed out or can be sent to the user via 

email.  A user can remove a case from their notification profile by simply clicking the “remove” link 

next to the case information. The user has the option to receive notices 1, 3, 7, 14, and / or 30 days 

in advance of any hearing scheduled.  A user guide was developed by OCA and can be accessed 
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here: http://texaschildrenscommission.gov/media/21074/User%20Guide%20to%20Notifications.

pdf pdf.  Users can set up an account by clicking https://cpshearings.txcourts.gov.     

As of January 31, 2015, there were 226 users, up from 161 in October 2014.  Adoptive Parent 3, 

CASA Volunteer 10, Case Worker 87, Foster Parent 30, Guardian 3, Guardian Ad Litem 10, 

Intervenor 1, Possessory Conservator 1, Relative 1, Sole Managing Conservator 2, Volunteer 

Advocate 8, Attorney 70.  The system has sent out 427 notices on 396 separate hearings.  Have 

requested of DFPS whether notice of this service can be included in petitions served on parents in 

counties covered by CPCMS.   

2. Video Conferencing  

The video conferencing project enables children involved in child abuse and neglect cases to 

participate in permanency and placement review hearings without them being physically present in 

the courtroom.  OCA hosts and supports the hardware and software required to facilitate video 

conferencing between courts and residential placements.  OCA has drafted a “how to” for use by 

Courts and other stakeholders who wish to use video conferencing for a particular hearing.  OCA 

also maintains a list of Residential Treatment Centers with video conferencing capability as well as 

a list of courts.  OCA developed a user guide, and also maintains a log of all hearings conducted, 

including the date, time, participating court, type of hearing, participating placement, length of 

hearing, any problems with the transmission quality or technical difficulties.   

As of January 31, 2015, (period covering Oct. 2014 through January 2015), two additional courts 

have been video enabled.  Total enabled to date = 24 courts.  Need to setup/add 4 more courts to 

comply with the Grant Award. There should be no problem in meeting this goal as there are four 

OCA CP courts and two District Courts identified and earmarked for video conferencing in FY2015. 

Three additional DFPS service provider facility sites have been video enabled.  Total enabled to date 

= 68 facilities.  Need to setup/add 7 more facility sites to comply with the Grant Award.  137 

hearings used a video conference link between the facility sites and the courts between October and 

January.  Will continue to track the number of hearings.  

3. Child Protection Case Management System (CPCMS) 

CPCMS is a case management system that is unique to Child Protection Courts.  It has been in use 

since 2009.  OCA provides project management, programming and testing services for CPCMS.  OCA 

staffs a CPCMS Advisory Council of CPC judges, OCA staff and Children’s Commission staff to 

http://texaschildrenscommission.gov/media/21074/User%20Guide%20to%20Notifications.pdf%20pdf
http://texaschildrenscommission.gov/media/21074/User%20Guide%20to%20Notifications.pdf%20pdf
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evaluate bug fixes or enhancements.  The CPCMS Advisory Group continues to meet and provide 

governance in order to prioritize enhancements and bug fixes.  

Recently, OCA undertook a major upgrade of the CPCMS infrastructure and also upgraded the 

judge’s primary hearing page, which allows the judge more flexibility to stay on one page (the 

primarily page) of CPCMS while also accessing information stored on other pages. Previously, the 

judge had to move from page to page to accomplish the same task.     

4. Personal Document Storage Project 

This project involves a project to create a way to store documents securely in the cloud and make 

the documents accessible to registrants – in this case, foster youth who have aged out of the foster 

care system.  Although DFPS is required to deliver documents to youth leaving foster care, once 

they are out, circumstances may be such that these documents are lost or misplaced.  The lack of 

these documents and the inability to replace them can contribute to further difficulties and worse 

outcomes. Part of this grant would be to develop pricing and project management.  Project 

management would include identifying resources to properly scope the project. Once scoped, OCA 

will submit to IT vendors on the Department of Information Resources database for pricing, and 

OCA will evaluate responses. Based on the responses, OCA will complete the statement of work for 

the project including the scope, architecture and deliverables and price the development costs of 

the project.   

After the September Commission meeting, DFPS notified the Children’s Commission that they were 

working on a personal document storage system for youth.  This project will be deferred for now. 
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REVENUE 
 

FY 2014 Carry Forward        $ 1,407,999 
FY 2015 Distribution         $ 1,707,782 
FY 2015 Available Budget         $ 3,115,781 

 

PROJECTED EXPENDITURES 
                                          

Indirect           $      810,990 
Staff Directed Projects         $      160,000 
Sub-Grants          $      639,387 
Scholarships          $         53,500 
Total          $ 1,663,877 

    

PENDING PROJECTS  
 

Trial Skills Training Faculty Scholarships    $        17,850 
OCA – Weighted Caseload Project     $        93,908 
Total           $      111,758 

 
   

ESTIMATED FYE 2015 Balance        $ 1,340,146 
 
 
 



 



Insert Tab 5 

  



 



 
CIP Grant Application for NCSC Weighted Caseload Study  1 
   
 

    
 
 
 

 
COURT IMPROVEMENT PROGRAM GRANT APPLICATION 

 
Grant Fund Category Requested: New    Continued 

 
 

Applicant:  Office of Court Administration 
Authorized 
Official 
Name:  David Slayton 
Title:  Administrative Director 
Organization:  Texas Office of Court Administration 
Address:  205 W. 14th Street, Suite 600 
 Austin, Texas 78701 – 1625 
Phone:  (512) 463-1625 
Fax:  (512) 463-1648 
E-mail:  David.Slayton@txcourts.gov 
Financial Officer 
Name Glenna Rhea Bowman Financial Officer Title Chief Financial Officer 

Program Director 
Name Scott Griffith 

Amanda Stites Program Director Title 

Director, Research and 
Court Services 
Research Specialist 

 
Requestor is designated as a(n): 

 State Agency      Non-Profit Organization 
Unit of Local Government    Educational Institution 
 Other (describe):       

 
Program Type Requested: Basic Program Data  Training 
Program Title: Office of Court Administration (OCA) / Court Improvement Program 
(CIP) Partnership Grant 
 
Program Issue:  
 
In 2007, at the request of the Texas Office of Court Administration (OCA), a district court 
judicial workload assessment was conducted in by the National Center for State Courts (NCSC).  
The project resulted in a weighted caseload model used to analyze judicial workload and the 
need for judges in the district courts.  At the time the workload assessment was done it was not 
possible to distinguish Child Protective Services (CPS) cases from other types of family law 
cases, and CPS cases were reported in a category titled “Other Family Law,” along with child 
support cases, protective order applications, and paternity suits.  As a result, the model that 

mailto:David.Slayton@txcourts.gov
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resulted from the study makes use of a single case weight to account for a variety of case types.  
Because CPS cases are very different from the types of cases that make up the “Other Family 
Law” case category, a separate case weight for CPS case was identified as a need.  In 2010, the 
Texas Office of Court Administration (OCA) implemented new reporting protocols for clerks 
that now make it possible for OCA to quantify CPS case filings, which in turn will allow for 
them to be more precisely weighted.   
 
Program Objective:  
 
To identify the specific and accurate court and judicial system resources required to adequately 
handle the state’s child protection caseload.   
 
Outcome: 
 
The goals of the project include determining whether adequate resources are available to ensure 
the judicial system devotes sufficient time to child protection cases.  Ensuring courts have 
adequate resources to handle CPS dockets will, in turn, help promote good outcomes for children 
and families seeking safety, permanency and wellbeing from the foster care system.  
 
Activities:   
 

1. A Judicial Needs Assessment Committee (JNAC) will be formed to provide project 
oversight and guidance as well as to review project plans and materials. The exact size 
and composition of JNAC will be determined by the OCA in consultation with the NCSC 
and the Children’s Commission. JNAC’s membership will be drawn from rural and urban 
court judges who handle CPS cases and child protection court judges from across the 
state and will include a member of the Children’s Commission’s staff and a Children’s 
Commission Jurist in Residence.  OCA will be responsible for arranging and 
coordinating the participation of all JNAC members and will coordinate JNAC meetings. 
OCA will also designate a JNAC member to serve as the committee chairperson, as well 
as an OCA staff member to serve as a single point of contact for the NCSC project team 
throughout the workload assessment. The JNAC chairperson will facilitate group 
discussion and decision-making during JNAC meetings.  The results of this phase of the 
project will serve as a framework for the overall workload evaluation.  This includes  
defining the way that CPS cases are currently handled and the resources that are devoted 
to them (e.g., types of hearings and stages where the judge is involved), determining 
which type of judge is appropriate for the study (e.g., rural, urban, and/or child protection 
court judges), identifying state and national standards for the handling of child protection 
services cases that might be useful and appropriate for Texas, and generally ensuring that 
the project is proceeding as intended. 

 
2. NCSC will design a web-based tool used to collect data; prepare training materials that 

explain how judicial officers should classify and record work during the study, deliver 
“Train the Trainer” sessions to judges, court staff and OCA staff who in turn can present 
training to judicial officers in each jurisdiction or other in-person training opportunities; 
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produce a web-based recorded training that participants may view at their convenience; 
create printable forms that judicial officers can use to track time on paper during the date; 
and provide a glossary defining all case-type event categories. 

 
3. NCSC will conduct an event-based time study of judicial workload over the course of a 

four- to six-week period in order to gain a reliable and valid snapshot of judicial activity, 
including all on-bench and off-bench pre-trial, dispositional, and post-disposition 
activities. 
 

4. NCSC will compile, verify, and analyze all time study data. The analysis will provide an 
empirical profile of the amount of time that case events (e.g., hearings) are currently 
taking. From these events a composite case weight for CPS cases will be developed. 
 

5. Following the time study, judges who handle CPS cases will be asked to complete a 
Web-based sufficiency of time survey. The survey will assess whether, under the draft 
workload model, judges would have sufficient time to fulfill all of their judicial 
responsibilities with reasonable quality given current resource levels.  The survey will 
provide judges with an opportunity to express their views on current case processing 
practices, including (1) whether there is a need for more or less time related to specific 
phases of case processing (e.g., pre-disposition, disposition, post-disposition); (2) 
challenges to the effective handling of CPS cases; and (3) proven efficient and effective 
case processing policies and strategies. These data will provide a reference for the quality 
adjustment process. 
 

6. The JNAC will reconvene for a meeting to examine and reconcile results from all phases 
of the study including results from the time study and the sufficiency of time survey. 
Using an iterative and consensus-based process, JNAC will engage in a structured review 
of the preliminary CPS case weight and recommend adjustments based on any recent 
statutory changes, proven effective and efficient procedures and practices, state and 
national standards, and real-world experience.  The purpose of the adjustments will be to 
ensure that the final case weights incorporate sufficient time for the efficient and 
effective performance of all judicial duties in each child protection case. 
 

7. NCSC will draft a preliminary report that includes the project methodology, the results of 
the weighted caseload study, a digest of the focus groups’ discussions, and an executive 
summary. OCA will be responsible for coordinating the review process with JNAC and 
other stakeholders. Following the receipt of comments on the draft report, NCSC project 
will incorporate any corrections and suggestions, as appropriate, and finalize the report.  
 

Data Collection and Support: 
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Judicial officers in the time study sample will track all of their case-related work by event 
throughout the four- to six-week time study period. During the time study, NCSC staff will be 
available by telephone and e-mail to answer questions about classifying activities and entering 
data. NCSC staff will also monitor data submitted throughout the time study and provide the 
OCA with regular updates on participation. Participation updates may include lists of specific 
courts or judges with lower than expected rates of participation, enabling the OCA to engage in 
targeted outreach to increase participation. NCSC has found that this strategy has proven 
successful in ensuring high participation rates throughout the course of the time study. 
 
Budget Narrative (Include information on match):  
 
The cost for this project as proposed in Tasks 1 through 7 above will be a firm fixed price of 
$93,908. This cost includes professional and administrative time, travel, and indirect costs. An 
example of some of the costs included in NCSC’s indirect cost rates are equipment, supplies, 
telephone, printing/photocopying, postage, audits, and other items. The indirect costs are based 
on approved federal rates used for all contracts. The rates used for this proposal by NCSC are the 
federal government approved rates for its Mission Oriented Business Integrated Services 
(MOBIS) contract. 
 

Task Cost Total Budgeted 
Consulting 
Hours (est) 

Total Budgeted 
Days (est) 

Project Preparation and 
Planning  
(Task 1) 

$20,675.00 127.5 3 days each / 3 
consultants 

Time Study and Related 
Materials and Training 
(Tasks 2 & 3) 

$19,100.00 172.5 -- 

Time Study Data Analysis 
(Task 4) 

$10,483.00 97.5 -- 

Sufficiency of Time Survey 
(Task 5 ) 

$8,898.00 75 -- 

Final Meeting of JNAC  
(Task 6) 

$19,826.00 112.5 3 days each / 3 
consultants 

Final Report  
(Task 7) 

$14,916.00 127.5 -- 

 
Total  

 
$93,908.00 

 
712.5 

 
18 days on site 

 
 
In-Kind match will be accrued by OCA and judicial officers who participate in the project.  OCA 
will collect documentation to support the in-kind match during the course of the project. 
Requested Grant Period: The Grant becomes effective March 1, 2015, and ends February 28, 
2016 unless terminated or otherwise modified by no-cost extension. 
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Amount Requested: $93,908.00 
 
Applicant must initial each of the following:  
      Applicant understands that CIP grants awarded to a governmental entity are governed by 
OMB Circular A-87 and that CIP grants awarded to a nonprofit organization are governed by 
OMB Circular A-110. 
 
      Applicant understands that CIP funds expended must be reasonable and necessary to carry 
out the objectives of the program for which funding is sought. 
 
      Applicant understands that CIP funds are paid on a reimbursement basis and must be 
supported by appropriate documentation. 
 
       Applicant understands that funding is subject to approval by the Supreme Court 
Permanent Judicial Commission for Children, Youth and Families. 
 
       Applicant understands that funding must involve meaningful and on-going collaboration 
of local or statewide stakeholders.  
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“Training Attorneys in CPS Cases: Enhancing Skills Through Affordable Options” OR “Improving Legal 
Advocacy in CPS Cases Through Affordable Training” 

Preface: by Hon. Dean Rucker, Midland, Presiding Judge, Seventh Administrative Judicial Region, 318th 
District Court 

Child protection law is one of the most important to our society and our sense of justice. While 
Texas statutes provide the right to court-appointed representation to children and indigent 
parents involved in child protection suits brought by the Department of Family and Protective 
Services (DFPS), these laws do not guarantee adequate representation. The Texas Supreme 
Court Permanent Judicial Commission for Children, Youth and Families (Children’s Commission), 
guided by Chief Justice Nathan Hecht and chaired by Justice Eva Guzman, considers improving 
legal representation for children, parents, and the child welfare agency to be a pressing need 
because good lawyering can positively affect how families experience the judicial and foster 
care systems. As a jurist on numerous child protection cases, I have seen firsthand children who 
have been subjected not only to the trauma of being removed from their homes, but also to 
that brought about by a court process that offers overworked and underpaid advocates to 
direct their course. It is critical for these families and our communities that well-trained 
attorneys take on these challenging cases.   

Article: Authored by Tina Amberboy, Tiffany Roper, Milbrey Raney 

April, designated as National Child Abuse and Prevention Month, offers an opportunity to 
consider the issues facing children and families on the child protection dockets in Texas courts 
and how well Texas attorneys serve this extremely vulnerable population. In FY 2014, 66,572 
Texas children were found by DFPS to be victims of abuse or neglect.1  Of those children, DFPS 
removed 17,378 from their homes.2 Each child removed, along with their parents, was entitled 
to court-appointed representation.3     

When a family is involved in a child protection proceeding, quality legal counsel is absolutely 
essential to ensure that the court strikes the appropriate balance between the rights and duties 
of all involved parties. A well-trained state’s attorney can be instrumental in charting a legal 
course to help ensure a safe, speedy, and permanent placement for a child.  A qualified and 
experienced parent’s attorney can provide his client with information, guidance and assistance 
to help provide or identify a safe and suitable home for his or her children, as well as conduct 

                                                           
1 Tex. Dep’t of Family & Protective Servs., Annual Report and Data Book (2014), available at 
http://www.dfps.state.tx.us/About_DFPS/Reports_and_Data/Data_and_Stats/child_protective_services/cps-
chart_Alleged_and_Confirmed_Victims.asp, last visited January 8, 2015. 
2 Id. http://www.dfps.state.tx.us/About_DFPS/Reports_and_Data/Data_and_Stats/child_protective_services/cps-
chart_Number_of_Children_Removed.asp, last visited January 8, 2015. 
3 Tex. Fam. Code Ann. §§107.012 and 107.013. 

http://www.dfps.state.tx.us/About_DFPS/Reports_and_Data/Data_and_Stats/child_protective_services/cps-chart_Alleged_and_Confirmed_Victims.asp
http://www.dfps.state.tx.us/About_DFPS/Reports_and_Data/Data_and_Stats/child_protective_services/cps-chart_Alleged_and_Confirmed_Victims.asp
http://www.dfps.state.tx.us/About_DFPS/Reports_and_Data/Data_and_Stats/child_protective_services/cps-chart_Number_of_Children_Removed.asp
http://www.dfps.state.tx.us/About_DFPS/Reports_and_Data/Data_and_Stats/child_protective_services/cps-chart_Number_of_Children_Removed.asp


 

an independent investigation of the facts and present evidence to test the reliability of the 
state’s allegations. For children and youth in the state’s care, a zealous and educated attorney 
ad litem can mean the difference between languishing in foster care for years and quickly 
finding a safe permanent home.  

While there are many qualified and dedicated attorneys who provide legal representation to 
children in foster care, a 2010 study by Texas Appleseed noted that some attorneys who 
represent children fail to understand or fulfill their statutorily mandated duties.4 Many former 
foster youth consistently stated that they either did not know they had an attorney to 
represent them throughout their cases or, if they did know, their attorney never met with 
them, elicited their wishes or desires regarding case outcomes, or inquired into their health and 
well-being while in care.5  Attorneys often lack the training required to guide clients through a 
complex system that is laden with statutory law, administrative policies and regulations – all 
while trying to appreciate the emotional turmoil experienced by their clients.   

Not so many years ago, attorney training was restricted to that developed by local bar 
associations and organizations. Historically, the training delivered to larger audiences statewide 
was limited, except for the one-day Child Abuse and Neglect Track offered as part of the State 
Bar’s Annual Advanced Family Law Conference, which was often out of reach financially for solo 
practitioners and local prosecutors handling Child Protective Services (CPS) cases.  Michele 
Surratt, Special Litigation Attorney for DFPS in Lubbock, states that when she began practicing 
in this area ten years ago, “you had to throw yourself into the courtroom and learn by doing.  It 
was trial by fire, but because children’s lives could be in danger and parents’ constitutional 
rights were in play, the stakes couldn’t have been higher. Without proper training in the law, 
trial skills, and CPS case procedures, attorneys have a hard time doing their job well.” Belinda 
Roberts, court-appointed attorney for parents and children in Austin, agrees and says that 
“being a solo attorney is very isolating, and it can be a challenge to learn how to improve your 
skill set when you’re on your own.”  

In response to an unmet need for widely available high-quality training on child protection law, 
procedure, and practice, the Children’s Commission and the TexasBar CLE division of the State 
Bar of Texas have created more attorney training opportunities in the past few years.  In 2013, 
an online library section of CPS-related webinars was developed to offer low-cost CLEs on 
various topics relevant to child, parent, and state’s attorneys.  A complete listing of current 
online trainings can be found at http://www.texasbarcle.com/CLE/OCSearch2.asp. According to  
Judge  Rucker  “the Children’s Commission’s partnership with the State Bar provides high 

                                                           
4 Texas Appleseed, Improving the Lives of Children in Long-Term Foster Care: The Role of Texas’ Courts & Legal 
System (2010) at 84, available at http://texaschildrenscommission.gov/media/330/appleseedstudy.pdf. 
5 Id.  

http://www.texasbarcle.com/CLE/OCSearch2.asp
http://texaschildrenscommission.gov/media/330/appleseedstudy.pdf


 

quality training that is readily available and financially viable to attorneys across the 
state.  Additionally, the Children’s Commission provides scholarships for many Texas attorneys 
to attend state and national conferences, thereby making live CLE presentations affordable.”    

To be sure, gaining a basic comprehension of the issues in a child protection case can be 
difficult, but it is even more challenging to amass trial skills in this practice area.  In 2010 and 
under the leadership of Justice Michael Massengale, 1st Court of Appeals, Houston, the 
Children’s Commission began developing a hands-on trial skills training program designed to 
assist all attorneys working on the CPS dockets across the state. Since October 2013, the 
Children’s Commission has offered its Trial Skills Training course to parent, child, and state’s 
attorneys twice yearly.  This three-day intensive training is based on a fictional Texas CPS case 
and breaks down the teaching of litigation skills by lecturing, demonstrating, strategizing, and 
practicing in all areas of trial preparation. Many highly respected attorneys and judges act as 
volunteer faculty members, and live witnesses are included for a unique, robust, and effective 
training.6  Feedback on the training has been very positive.  In the words of retired District 
Court Judge Jean Boyd, Fort Worth, “All of the attorneys and prosecutors from my jurisdiction 
who participated in the Commission’s Trial Skills Training have said it is the best training they 
have ever received.  They feel they are much better advocates as a result and they have clearly 
demonstrated this to be true in the courtroom.”   
 
In addition to obtaining the above legal training, interested attorneys can also pursue 
appointments in child protection cases or in volunteer opportunities with their local county’s 
Child Welfare Board or as a Court-Appointed Special Advocate (CASA).  Pro bono opportunities 
may exist at the local level representing parents in limited duty appointments or providing 
critical advocacy for older youth in long-term foster care.   
 

                                                           
6 The Trial Skills Training faculty includes Justice Michael Massengale, 1st Court of Appeals, Houston, Texas; Judge Gary Coley, Jr., 74th District 

Court, Waco, Texas; Rob Galvin, Attorney for Parents and Children, Austin, Texas; David Halpern, Assistant General Counsel, Office of General 

Counsel, Texas A&M University; Clint Harbour, Office of the Texas Attorney General, Austin, Texas; Doug Lowe, Former Anderson County 

Criminal District Attorney, Palestine, Texas; LaRu Woody, Private Practice Attorney, Austin, Texas;  Jackie Sparks Martin, Attorney for Parents 

and Children, Fort Worth, Texas; Sandeep K. Narang, MD, JD, FAAP, Assistant Professor of Pediatrics, Director, Child Abuse Fellowship, Division 

of Child Protection, Department of Pediatrics, C.A.R.E. Center, UTHSC-Houston; Quita Russell, Assistant District Attorney of Gregg County, 

Longview, Texas; Judge Robin Sage (Ret.), Senior District Judge and Judicial Consultant for the National Center for State Courts and Casey Family 

Programs; Leslie Strauch, Clinical Professor, Children’s Rights Clinic, University of Texas School of Law; Michele Surratt, Special Litigation 

Attorney, Texas Department of Family and Protective Services, Lubbock, Texas; Elizabeth Watkins, Law Office of Elizabeth Watkins, Palestine, 

TX; and Trevor Woodruff,  Acting General Counsel for  Texas Department of Family and Protective Services.  
 



 

No matter which path you take as an attorney to help a child and family on the CPS docket, 
your community will be better for it.  Dedicated and qualified attorneys, along with guardians 
ad litem or CASA volunteers, can help children and families navigate the legal process and 
provide important, additional levels of oversight to help ensure child safety and well-being 
while children are in foster care. Perhaps Judge Boyd says it best: “the complexity of CPS cases 
and the gravity of the decisions that have to be made affecting the lives of children and families 
merit the best representation possible.”   
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